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ABSTRACT

Author: Bawa, Papia. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: December 2017
Title: Game On: Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOG) as Tools to Augment Teaching
and Learning
Committee Chair: Sunnie Watson

The study investigated the use of Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOG) in English and
Business classrooms in Higher Education from the context of learners’ performance outcomes, as
well as stakeholders’ (learners, administrators, and faculty) perceptions pertaining to their
experiences when using an MMOG based curriculum. The findings strongly suggest that MMOGs
helped enhance learner performances in statistically significant ways, and provided valuable
insights into elements of interest and concerns of stakeholders about MMOG usage in classrooms.
Based on these insights, I designed a practitioners’ guide to assist future scholars interested in this
curricular approach. This guide provides innovative tips on show how faculty, administrators and
institutions may imbibe this cutting-edge technology in easy and affordable ways within
classrooms, while dealing with several concerns such stakeholders may have regarding the use of
such games. Given the rise in popularity of game based technology and the existing literature on
the value of game based education, coupled with a paucity of studies examining applicability and
implementation issues in the context of using MMOGs, I hope that this submission will be a
valuable contribution to the literature.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Beginning
I wish to start the introduction with a short vignette about how I relate to MMOGs or
Massively Multiplayer Online Games, as the foundational, emotional paradigm that inspired me
to take this Doctoral journey.
My story: Notes from secret journals of the gaming mind
The Snapshot: Like most people who indulged in an occasional social alcohol, my
opening trysts with MMOs were mostly efforts to blend in. Several of my friends
and family members were gamers, and over a period I realized, slowly and
frustratingly that if I cannot wean them, I need to join them. Of course, the
historical roots of my involvement with games went back several years, to a 4year-old boy, who happens to be my son. I remember the first time I bought him a
Sega Dreamcast game console…it was solely for ‘getting him off my back’. He
needed a playmate who could match his waking hours, and Sega seemed to be the
logical choice, given my busy lifestyle. I am not sure even today, if that was the
most beneficial choice…it just was the most pragmatic. Little did I know then that
I would have to endure him getting annoyed at my inability to play with him for
sustained periods, and watch him slowly drift away from me as his time-filler, to
his game ‘buddies’.
The Blending: Fast forward several years, his repertoire of game friends grew, as
our time spent together shrunk. Desperate to hold on to ‘my patch’…that small,
fragile corner of where I existed in his social life, I seriously began to contemplate
becoming a gamer. Of course, like most dreams and plans, for several years, this
remained a contemplation, nothing more, until the slow realization was too painful
to ignore. During our times together, mostly over meals, I noticed how our
conversations were disjointed pieces of non-connections. He almost always talked
about his games, their lore, his gameplay; I could not stop wanting to discuss his
progress at school in which he was not the least bit interested, while my dear
husband intervened falteringly with his stories of his work, on which neither my
son nor I were keen. AKA: I smelled the burns of a dysfunctional family. a keg
wanting to explode! That was it! I needed to do something to have our family blend
in!
Even if I thought, it was silly to think this way, my guts talked sense into me, and
so one day, I asked my son if I could play with him. His look of disbelief at my
incredulous stupidity etched in my brain, like a video, sitting right next to the
memory- video of his disbelief when I was able to, successfully, and with some
squeals of joy, rip the head of Helios!! The game: God of War 3, my character, the
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mighty and fallen Kratos. From that day forward, our meal conversations expanded
into game realms and we never looked back since. I blended, with his world… a
new gamer was born. Life became complete again, and for a while, I enjoyed the
spoils of this newfound entertainment in a casual, non-conformist way, with
occasional gameplay….just enough to get by with relating to my kid’s world, and
soaking up his grudging admiration of a ‘cool’ mom. However, all that changed
when a life I valued deeply was torn away from me.
The Deep Cut: Besides my immediate family, the one other person I was deeply
close to was my older sister. She was my therapist, my go-to-person for emotional
succor, my guide in troubled and untroubled times, and someone I could talk to
about anything and everything. What I was unaware of was that over the years of
our times together, she had omitted to let me in on the biggest secret of her life…a
rapidly deteriorating, raging kidney disease that would eventually devour her life
force. My earliest realization of this came six months before her passing, as we
travelled together to the beautiful mountains of Nainital, in India. She was clearly
unwell, but the scariest moment was when she thanked me for bringing her on the
trip. As we sailed on the Nainital Lake, she looked at me with a deep sigh, opening
her face to the breeze, she said “Ahhh….feels good to be alive, isnt’ it? Thanks
dear, for bringing me here…always wanted to check this off the list”. On January
29, 2012, I received the call from New Delhi.
My son told me later that I screamed for several minutes and then passed out. The
days after her death were surreal, as crippled by the loss, I lost track of time and
space. As I lay within the carcass of my days, I fell deeper into the crevice of
nothingness, as nothing seemed to make sense. Death had not just taken away my
sister; it had wrenched a large chunk of me along with her. I was trying, God knows
I was…to bring myself out of it…to get back to my living family who were
suffering though my sufferance, yet I ignored them all! Then, several months later,
I found my son, quietly sitting in front of his game console, not playing… just
staring at it with an emptiness that was frightening. “Are you OK”?, I asked, “Why
aren’t you playing”?. “What do you think, mom? Do we exist for you? Do you
seriously want to know”?, he lashed out, but more than being hurt, I felt his pain. I
broke down “Help me, please, can you? I want to move on”. After an ominous
silence, as we held each other, he asked softly “Wanna give it a shot..wanna play
with me?”.
Game On, not Over: In the weeks that followed, I realized that in order for me to
move on, I needed to accept the pain and learn to live with it. That meant going
back to doing things the way we used to, the normal way. However, for me the
fallout had been too much, the corrosion too intense. I needed something in which
I could drown, something that would make me forget, from moment to moment,
something that would let me vent as I killed and ripped my way through challenges.
Death was the enemy I could not beat…but what about those I could? My hours
of gaming with my son, and then on my own, increased steadily in the following
months. This was a new me.. a gamer who gamed in earnest, not just to fit in, but
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to fade out poisonous memories. To help gain more traction on my life, I decided
to fulfill a long-term dream of going back to school to earn a doctoral degree. I
knew my sister would be proud if I did that. The first few semesters in college were
exciting, but uneventful until the night I was very tired, writing a research paper
for one of my courses. It was 10 pm, and I decided to take a gaming break. “Just
an hour”, I promised myself, “then I will sleep and finish the darned paper
tomorrow!” As I felt compelled to yawn, with a mild headache, I looked up. It was
3 am! 5 hours of interfacing, and I had not felt an iota of discomfort, lost in the
gaming world in ways I could not lose myself in the real world. I wondered then if
this compelling power of gaming immersion could be harnessed in education. Not
educational games, but entertainment games. What if I were to investigate how
much of the gaming passion can be transferred to learning passions. A dissertation
idea was born. Game on, not over!

Inspired by such personal experiences, I conducted extensive literature reviews to gain a
deeper understanding of the conceptual and empirical information pertaining to the use of MMOGs
in education. This analysis revealed gaps in our understanding of the benefits and practical
applicability of MMOGs in Higher education in the context of performance outcomes, motivation
and stakeholder perceptions, which led to the design and implementation of the study. I
investigated the effects of using multiple MMOGs in Higher Education classrooms within two
disciplines (English and Business), as seen on student performance and engagement, as well as
faculty and administrator perspectives on supporting an MMOG based curriculum. Data were
gathered from fall 2015 through spring 2017 semesters within a Mid-Western community college
that sponsored the study.

The Pilot Study
A pilot test was conducted prior to finalizing this topic to test drive the research design.
The findings of this pilot study, as listed below, suggested some interesting possibilities pertaining
to MMOGs that needed deeper examination.
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1. Learners appeared to be highly engaged with the gaming websites’ content (descriptions,
blogs, wikis, tutorials) even when they were not actively playing the game. This was significant
given their higher performance outcomes, as it suggested that even the gaming contents,
without active gameplay, may be useful for better performance. This phenomenon had not been
examined in the literature so far, and needed further investigation to determine if this was
indeed true, or was it an anomaly, given the small number of participants for the pilot.
2. There were some indications that participants behaved contrary to what has been discussed in
some literature. For example, using MMOGs not only helped improve overall grades, but also
motivated learners to display superior input and efforts to go beyond the assignment
requirements for their writings. This was contrary to how students from English writing
courses behaved historically (Cai, 2013; Curry & Lillis, 2003; Hasegawa, 2013; Kalikokha,
Strauss & Smedley, 2009; McCune, 2004; Pineteh, 2013). Examining this further would allow
for valuable addition to the literature.
3. Participants were more involved and engaged with the game content due to the personalization
options the games provided. These ranged from a wide selection of customizable skins or
avatars (computer generated alternate personas), a variety of characters, settings, roles, and
different professions/craft selections.
4. Several participants displayed deeper involvement with the game scenarios and made
connections between how such scenarios reflected aspects of their own lives or life in general.
This was suggestive of enhanced motivation leading to learning beyond the scope of the course
and greater critical thinking.
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5. Several participants agreed that the socialization factors within the games added to the interest,
supporting similar ideas from other researchers. There were comments refuting the notion of
games creating anti-social or unsocial attitudes.
6. Several participants perceived the games to be complex, with difficulty in playing and lack of
sufficient directions to navigate within the game worlds. Yet, the participants continued to
interact with the games and showed superior performance in their essay writing, suggesting an
augmented level of motivation.
7. While doing the pilot study I faced several interesting challenges from administrators and
faculty. While these stakeholders were intrigued and interested in the concept of using games
in courses, they were skeptical about its application and success. While faculty were concerned
with the prospects of using MMOGs as teaching tools given their own unfamiliarity with such
games, administrators expressed concerns over allocating resources for the study in terms of
paying for games and other research related expenses.
8. However, as the pilot neared completion and the data suggested a positive relation between
uses of MMOGs in the curriculum and motivation, as well as performance outcomes, I noticed
a distinct shift in the attitudes of the faculty and administrators. The participant faculty
members were quite enthusiastic about the MMOG use, and some faculty approached me,
expressing their interest in the study and intervention techniques. The Deans of both colleges
also approached me with requests to help them spread the word, and make presentations and
organize workshops for local faculty members. Of course, I had to stall indulging in these
requests, as the results were only from a pilot study with a relatively small participant
population, and even though encouraging, it was pertinent to gather more data before
proceeding with marketing the GBL intervention. However, based on this experience, when
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designing the succeeding, larger study on the use of MMOG, I recognized the need to examine
administrator and faculty perspectives, which was not formally investigated during the pilot.
Their reactions spurred my resolve to add this dimension in the current study, given that for
effective and successful curricular evolution to take place, we need the support and input of
these two stakeholders (Lucas, 2000).
Based on the above, I felt compelled to continue my examination of MMOGs in
curriculum, but in wider, multifarious ways that included performance outcomes, perceptions of
participants regarding motivational aspects of using MMOGs in their learning, and perceptions of
administrators and faculty with respect to such curriculum. The intent was to examine these using
a larger number of participants and across two disciplines, English and Business, as that would
widen the scope of understanding this phenomenon and contribute to the literature. Additionally,
there is a gap in the literature pertaining to the effects of MMOGs on performance outcomes, even
though there is evidence that game-based learning can improve engagement and motivation
(Perrotta, Featherstone, Aston & Houghton, 2013). Thus, investigating performance outcomes in
a MMOG context could offer valuable contributions to the literature. The disciplines were selected
based on informal conversations with prospective faculty participants regarding the need for
curricular changes, and their willingness to participate.
This was also important for me in the context of investigating the use of MMOGs as good
instructional design practice. MMOGs are the most played video game genre (SuperData
Research, 2016), with about one hundred and fifty-five million Americans playing video games,
and at least two players in each game-playing household (ESA, 2016). Using MMOGs as part of
Digital Game Based Learning (DGBL) curriculum is becoming increasingly attractive and feasible
due to the variety and availability of such games, as well as their increased consumption by gamers
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worldwide (Gros 2007; Hainey, Connolly, Stansfield, & Boyle, 2011; Pivec 2007). MMOGs have
great potential as tools for teaching and learning within digital game based learning curriculum,
due to the following reasons:
1. Ability to provide learning challenges in highly interactive ways (Becker, 2008; Hung, Kinzer
& Chen, 2009; Killi, 2010; Killi, 2007; Marvel, 2012; Miller, 2008; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki &
Papagianni,2010; Romero, 2016; Tsai, 2016; Van Eck & Hung 2010).
2. Learning through virtualization and socialization (Szell & Thurner, 2010)
3. Learning through motivation and engagement (Annetta, Minogue, Holmes, & Cheng, 2009;
Barab, Thomas, Dodge, Carteaux, &

Tuzun,

2005;

Bogost,

2007;

Griffiths,

2002;

Hainey, Connolly, Stansfield & Boyle,2011; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki & Papagianni,2010; Snow,
2016; Zarraonandia, Diaz, Aedo & Ruiz, 2014; Zhang & Kaufman, 2015).
4. Users’ interaction with MMOGs for sustained periods (ESA, 2016; SuperData, 2016; Yee,
2006).
5. Opportunities to enhance learners’ cognitive abilities (Corredor & Benavides, 2016).
6. Enhanced enjoyment as compared to other digital games (Suárez, Thio &Singh, 2013),
7. Enhanced acquisition of skills and expertise (Schrader & McCreery, 2007)
8. Option of being used as research and practice sites (Sykes, Reinhardt & Thorne, 2010).
9. Providing leadership and socializing opportunities (Lu, Shen, & Williams, 2014; Mysirlaki, &
Paraskeva, 2012).
10. Greater need satisfaction through individual and collaborative activities (Ryan, Rigby, &
Przybylski, 2006; Wang, Liu, Chye & Chatzisaranti, 2011).
Despite such perceived value of MMOGs in education, their usage in Higher Education is
limited (Godwin-James, 2014; Law & Sun, 2012; Yuzer & Kurubacak, 2014), and there are not
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many studies on their effects on learners’ performances (Perrotta, Featherstone, Aston &
Houghton, 2013). Thus, this study’s goal was to provide information that could benefit the
educational world, by not only investigating engagement generated using MMOGs, but also how
learners’ performances are influenced by such engagement (Epper, Derryberry, & Jackson, 2012).
Existing research on MMOGs usually use a single game like World of Warcraft and/or
Everquest to investigate its value for different disciplines and foci. Some examples of this are
language learning and writing (Colby & Shultz-Colby, 2008; Heathcote, 2012; Kongmee,
Strachan, Montgomery & Pickard, 2011; Lee & Pass, 2014), ethnography and anthropology
(Delwiche, 2006; Nardi, 2009; Servais, 2015), human behavior and psychology (Longman,
O’Connor, & Obst, 2009), adult social interaction (Zhang & Kaufman, 2015), teacher perceptions
(Schrader, Zheng, & Young, 2006), and guild and communal life within the games (Williams,
2006). This trend to study single MMOGs within a study may leave a significant gap in our
understanding of the value of MMOGs as a game genre, especially in the context of performance
and engagement (Ryan, Rigby & Przybylski, 2006). Given the vast array of MMOGs available, it
is possible that attempts of extrapolation may be limited by the lack of knowledge of the aspects
of the genre in general, which gives it true value versus estimated assumptions of that value. Thus,
this study’s goal was to use multiple MMOGs, instead of a single game, to add to the literature
and provide a more comprehensive and inclusive insight into the value of MMOGs as a genre.
Given the wide and deep range of this study’s foci, and with the approval of the dissertation
committee, three papers were submitted for journal reviews, as partial fulfillment of dissertation
requirements. Paper 1 discusses the quantitative findings pertaining to performance outcomes;
Paper 2 discusses the qualitative findings with respect to learner’s perceptions of their MMOG
based learning experience. Paper 3 discusses the qualitative findings of faculty members and/or
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administrators’ perceptions on the application of MMOGs in classrooms and programs, as well as
provides a practitioner’s guide to using MMOG in curriculum. Below I will briefly discuss the
theoretical frames of Self Determination, Activity Theory, and PIES, as well as the three
methodologies of Experimental, Phenomenography and Phenomenology that informed and shaped
the study design.
Deci’s and Ryan’s (2012) Self Determination Theory (SDT), and Aleksey Leont'ev's
(1978) Activity Theory (AT) served as the theoretical frameworks for the study’s focus and design.
SDT posits that humans have three universal psychological needs, which are “competence,
autonomy and relatedness” (Deci & Ryan, 2012, p.417), and these are crucial to an individual’s
“optimal development and functioning” (p.417). Related to SDT is the concept of Cognitive
Evaluation Theory (CET) that choice/ autonomy or self-propelled motivation could be a positive
influence on competence and self-determination, greater engagement in learning, and higher
conceptual understandings (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford & Dekas, 2011;
Hagger, Hardcastle, Chater, Mallett, Pal & Chatzisarantis,2014; Koestner, Otis, Powers, Pelletier
& Gagnon, 2008). Several studies support the benefits of autonomy for teachers and learners
(Harasim, 2014; Knapper, 2010; Schunk, 2011; Siemens, 2014; Shea & Bidjerano, 2010). For this
study, SDT principles of autonomy were used when giving choices to participants to select games,
and the option to play or simply interact with game contents such as materials found on the games’
websites, game wikis, and blogs. The premise was that such choices might have a positive effect
on their performances, given the autonomy that could lead to heightened motivation
(Vansteenkiste, Lens & Deci, 2006).
Aleksey Leont'ev's (1978) Activity Theory (AT) views human activity as a collective,
triadic system, correlating learners, activity objects and mediating tools (Behrend, 2014; Jonassen,
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2000; Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999; Kaptelinin, 2014; Kaptelinin & Nardi ,1997;
Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Nunez, 2014; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki and Papagianni, 2010; Sannino,
Daniels & Gutierrez,2009). For several years, Activity Theory has been studied and used in
literature to frame several researches on game based learning, and Computer Mediated Instruction
(Carvalho et al, 2015; Connolly, Stansfield & Boyle, 2009; Gros, 2007; Kaptelinin & Nardi. 2006;
Kuutti, 1996; Oliver & Pelletier,2004; Romero, 2016; Spires, Rowe, Mott & Lester,2011). Even
though researchers bring their own understanding and interpretation of AT concepts to fit their
study, there are some key elements of the theory, which may be universally applied. The
foundational concept of the framework is “activity”, which relates to goal oriented, transformative,
and development focused interaction between subjects or participants and the objects or artefacts
of learning (Behrend, 2014; Jonassen, 2000; Kaptelinin, 2014). Since objects/artefacts are used,
created and transformed during an activity, they may affect the nature of external behavior and the
cognitive functioning of individuals. AT believes that development should be studied using
formative measures that combine active participation and monitoring of the developmental
changes of the study participants (Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999; Kaptelinin & Nardi.
2006; Sannino, Daniels & Gutierrez,2009).
For this study, I examined three key aspects that draws from the tenets of AT, namely
subject (students)- object/artefact (games)- development/goal (learning), using the formative
measure of performance grades. According to proponents of AT, artifacts must have a mediating
role, because the basic unit of analysis of all human endeavors is activity, which is deemed as a
purposeful interaction between subject and object. Learning takes place as humans control their
external stimuli through the use and creation of artifacts (Carvalho et al, 2015). Activities become
relevant when we seek to use or transform the object into an outcome (Kuutti, 1996). AT theorists
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believe that activities are dynamic and are always changing and developing. Sometimes, the
interaction between the activities and the external influences can create contradictions, which can
create extra challenges for participants. Such contradictions can become tools of development as
participants overcome challenges and become more knowledgeable in the process (Antoniadou,
2011; Bonneau, 2013; Kuutti, 1996).
In the context of this study, the element of contradiction is seen in two aspects. First,
MMOGs were used as learning tools to examine if learner -game interactions and associated
challenges created deeper learning constructs for the participants as reflected in their performance
grades. Second, since most of the study’s participants did not have any prior MMOG based
learning or gaming experience, it resonated with the idea of contradictions, as their novice
background added to their challenges. This is also supported within the literature regarding 21st
century learners, wherein although a large segment of learner populations is born in a
technologically inundated world, and may be relying on digital technologies for personal usage as
‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001), they may not necessarily be conducive to a digitized learning
process (Ng, 2012).
Activity Theorists posit three hierarchical levels of activity during the learning process: (i)
a motive or goal, (ii) actions to attain the goals and sub-goals if any, and (iii) operations or
processes that need to be adjusted to attain the goals (Hashim & Jones, 2007; Kaptelinin, 2014).
Other concepts include externalization and internalization (Felicia, 2011; Hansson & IGI Global,
2015), and knowledge acquisition as collective and reciprocal in nature (Morf &Weber, 2000).
Several studies using MMOGs and game based curriculum have used AT as their framework
(Carvalho et al, 2015; Connolly, Stansfield & Boyle, 2009; Crawford & Hasan, 2006; Scanlon &
Issroff, 2005; Gros, 2007; Kaptelinin & Nardi. 2006; Kuutti, 1996; Liaw, Huang & Chen, 2007;
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Oliver & Pelletier, 2004; Romero, 2016; Spires, Rowe, Mott & Lester, 2011). For this study,
Kuutti’s (1996) version of Hierarchical Levels of Activity was adapted as displayed in Figure 1.

Activity level
Carrying out research on assigned topic,
writing about it

Action Level
Researching information about topic,
reviewing peer drafts, collective
discussions in forums, writing essays

Operation level
Reading MMOGs content and articles,
playing game, selecting appropriate
sources, proper formatting as per assigned
citation styles

Figure 1. Levels of Activity for DGBL Study as adapted from Kuutti, 1996.
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In the case of the study, the MMOGs were tools to provide motivational interactivity,
which when inserted as a part of a routine course activity, could help learners get more engaged
with their learning process. Thus, the use of games was at an operation level due to the adjustable
nature of usage. As learning took place, learners no longer needed to be involved extensively with
the games or gameplay. However, due to their interactions with assigned MMOGs, learners could
internalize their learning more proactively and efficiently.
With respect to PIES, Reigeluth (1999) discussed how the ideal instructional design should
be a judicious combination of effectiveness, efficiency, and appeal. “Effectiveness is a matter of
how well the instruction works, as indicated by how well the instructional goals are attained”
(Reigeluth, 1999, p.9). Efficiency is effectiveness divided by time and cost of instruction, while
appeal is the extent to which the instruction is enjoyable for learners and motivates them to learn
more (Reigeluth, 1999). The insertion of technology into curriculum has been one way to ensure
effectiveness, efficiency and appeal. A noteworthy paradigm in this context is PIES or
Personalized Integrated Educational System (Reigeluth et al, 2015) that identifies the power of
technological tools to ensure that the learner-centered paradigm works well, and is cost-effective.
According to Reigeluth et al (2015) technology tools can provide cost-effective means for
“personalized, attainment-based instruction and assessment…. immersive project environments
that enhance student motivation …soundly designed tutorials at the moment a student needs them
….” (p.461). Integrating technology in the curriculum is also viewed favorably by institutions and
curriculum designers, as it has transformed how we learn, and is a means to increasing motivation
and outcomes (Bates & Poole, 2003; Hixon & Buckenmeyer, 2009; Waddoups, Wentworth &
Earle, 2004). Despite some issues and concerns teachers may have with technology based
instruction (Ariffin, 2012; Ertmer, 2005), technology integration is a criterion for pedagogical
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expertise and superior instructional design (Borthwick et al, 2008; Jaipal-Jamani & Figg, 2014;
Piersen, 2001).
For the first paper, due to the quantitative nature of the research questions, True
Experimental methodology (Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Berry & Yost, 2013) were used, based
on Creswell’s (2014) convergent-parallel mixed–method approach, wherein both qualitative and
quantitative data was collected at roughly the same time and then converged “in order to provide
a comprehensive analysis of the research problem” (Creswell, 2014, p.44). The three key
identifiers of True Experimental design are randomization, control and manipulation (Johnson &
Christensen, 2014; Berry & Yost, 2013), which the study incorporated. The class sections were
selected randomly, and the duration of usage and type of game were controlled. Seven MMOG
selections were offered to participants (Anno, Skyforge, Tera Rising, Age of Conan, Rift,
Virtonomics, and Elvenar). Participants were randomly placed in experimental and control groups,
with the former given instruction and assignments involving MMOGs and the latter given nonMMOG based instruction and assessment.
For the second paper, the study’s foci were pluralistic, examining how different
participants experienced a given phenomenon, which made it a good fit for Phenomenography as
“Phenomenography espouses a non-dualistic ontology” (Åkerlind, 2012, p.116). Marton (1986)
defined Phenomenography as “a research method for mapping the qualitatively different ways in
which people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and
phenomena in, the world around them” (p.31). Instead of focusing on the phenomenon or the
participants as separate entities, this methodology focuses on the relations between the participants
and the phenomenon, and “an effort is made to uncover all the understandings people have of
specific phenomena and to sort them into conceptual categories” (p.32). While recognizing the
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views of several scholars that Phenomenography is akin to Phenomenology in some respects
(Hasselgren & Beach, 1996; Marton, 1981; Morgan, 1984; Prosser, 1993), this study subscribed
to the compelling distinction between the two, in that while Phenomenology is characterized by
developing a single theory of experience through the researchers’ disassociation and distancing
from the process of experiencing a phenomenon, Phenomenography uses empirical approaches to
study and categorize people’s perspective of the world and not only focus on similarities, but also
on variances within such perceptions (Assarroudi & Heydari, 2016; Marton & Booth,2013).
Practitioners of Phenomenography ae interested in describing the phenomenon from the lenses of
others, as they see them, and then revealing and describing the variations within such lenses,
particularly from an educational context (Marton & Booth, 2013). Such research is valuable in
providing a comprehensive perspective on a phenomenon, which in turn may help develop and
design programs and curriculum better suited to improving student learning (Assarroudi &
Heydari, 2016; Baughan, 2017). Additionally, due to the relationship between the way learners
experience the learning situation and the outcome of learning, “learning from a phenomenographic
perspective involves experiencing both the act and the content; this is identiﬁed by Pramling
(1994) as the “how” and the “what” of learning” (Andretta, 2007, p.155). “Phenomenographers
evaluate the structure and components of people’s experiences (concepts, ways of seeing,
perception, and understanding) and finally provide a holistic picture of the different ways of
experiencing the phenomenon” (Assarroudi, A., & Heydari, A, 2016, p. 219).
For the third paper, Phenomenology, as propounded by Husserl (1931), was used. This
methodology encourages researchers to examine experiences in a real context, and learn from
perceptions of those who experience a phenomenon. Phenomenology helps researchers gain an
understanding of social, cultural and psychological phenomenon through the lens of participant
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perspectives, how they value something, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, and have
conversations about it with others (Creswell,2014; Holroyd, 2001; Sadala & Adorno, 2001).
Phenomenology relies on participant interactions and reactions within a given setting, which
makes it an appropriate choice as it mirrors with the study’s intent to examine participants’
interactions with and reactions to MMOG based learning environments.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Abstract
The push for technology integration in classrooms calls for examinations of available options,
particularly those that have not yet been used to their full potential for various reasons. One such
technology is digital commercial games, which though designed for entertainment, may have
potential educational benefits. Although there have been several discussions in the literature about
the possibilities of such commercial video games as educational assets, there persists a gap in our
understanding of the value of such games in the context of Higher Education. This gap is
particularly visible when it comes to studies on how commercial games may affect performance
outcomes in multiple disciplines. Thus, this study examined Massively Multiplayer Online Games
(MMOGs), one genre of commercial games, in two disciplines, to discover how, and if, they
improved learner performances. This information could help facilitate technology integration in
new and interesting ways for institutions, instructors and instructional designers. Using a True
Experimental design that examined the performance scores of 214 students in English and
Business courses, the effect of using MMOGs on participation scores were analyzed from multiple
statistical perspectives. The findings strongly suggest that using MMOGs helped experimental
groups to perform better. Additionally, there are strong indications that game related content like
game wikis, blogs, game site information, and game video tutorials were also instrumental in
improved performance, irrespective of active game play or not. This is significant as it may provide
easier-to-integrate options for MMOGs in the curriculum. Practitioner, theoretical and research
implications are also discussed.
Keywords: MMOG, performance, higher education, quantitative
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Introduction
The educational value of the genre of commercial video games (made for entertainment
purposes, not for education) has been discussed to some extent in the literature. Massively
Multiplayer Online Games or MMOGs are a sub-genre of games within the commercial games
genre. MMOGs are games in which large numbers of players worldwide participate in game
related activities and goals within an online, virtual world (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & Leu,
2008). MMOGs are the most widely used, and the most played commercial games worldwide
(Broekens, 2008; Delwiche, 2006; ESA, 2016; SuperData Research, 2016). This makes this
commercial video game category an ideal subject for educational research, given the push for
integrating technology in classrooms (Dillenbourg & Jermann, 2010; Johnson, Becker, Estrada &
Freeman, 2015; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007). Besides its widespread usage and ready availability,
MMOGs have been known to possess other qualities that have endeared this genre to researchers.
For instance, MMOGs can provide highly interactive ways to learn (Hung, Kinzer & Chen, 2009;
Killi, 2010; Marvel, 2012; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki & Papagianni, 2010; Romero, 2016; Tsai, 2016;
Van Eck & Hung 2010), while using techniques such as virtualization and socialization that add
to the engagement factor (Szell & Thurner, 2010).
Analysts have predicted the growth of the MMOG market, due to the powerful, social
emotions they elicit in players (Suárez, Thio, & Singh, 2013), while researchers like Schrader and
McCreery (2008) consider MMOG environments to be immersive enough to “provide a structured
context intended to promote the necessary skills to accomplish complex, goal-based tasks.
Learners are empowered through a dynamic, interconnected process that scaffolds both
technological skills sets and content knowledge” (p.571). Thus, MMOGs bring developmental and
supportive tools to learners at all levels of expertise (Schrader & McCreery, 2008).
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However, despite these positive conceptions, there are gaps in the literature regarding the
subject of MMOG as learning tools in the context of performance outcomes in learners.
Additionally, the trend in the current literature is to study single MMOGs at a time, which may be
problematic when studying the co -relation between MMOGs and performance/engagement, as it
may leave a significant gap in our understanding of the value of MMOGs as a commercial game
sub-genre. Given the vast array of MMOGs available, it is possible that attempts of extrapolation
may be limited by the lack of knowledge of the aspects of the games that give them their true
value, versus estimated assumptions of their value. Finally, there are gaps in investigating the
effects of digital game based interventions in a multidisciplinary context (Van Eck, 2015). The
purpose of this study was to address such gaps, and provide some insights into the effects MMOGs
may have on learner performance when multiple games are used in two disciplines of English and
Business.

Background
The educational value of most commercial video games, including MMOGs, can be better
understood using the factors that motivate players to play or gravitate towards specific games.
These factors are seen in both the gameplay, as well as the game related contents that provide
information about the gameplay. The gameplay mechanics are the interactive game cycle within
which players carry out their activities, based on the information they receive from the game
environments. Such information is transmitted through three ways. First, there are sensual stimuli
such as visual and aural. Then, there are psychological stimuli such as tactile (force-feedback
interfaces), overcoming challenges, and extrapolating game experiences with real life. Finally,
there are social stimuli such as collaborative playing, intensified social dialogues and possible
cross-cultural interactions (Adams & Dormans, 2012; Sicart, 2008). These hold users’ attention in
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emotional ways, leading to fulfillment of entertainment and engagement (Fabricatore, 2007).
Gamers are attracted to attributes that may be common to both game and learning environments,
such as opportunities for being challenged, ability to control what surrounds them, developing a
sense of mastership and achievement, and built-in reward systems (Fabricatore, 2007; Hense &
Mandl, 2014). For instance, MMOGs have problem-solving components within their mechanics
and contents, emulating Cognitivism learning theories, whilst Constructivism is apparent in
MMOGs due to the problem-based activities (Hense & Mandl, 2014).
Even though they were not designed for education, MMOGs can be highly useful learning
tools when fused with sound curricular designs (Ahmadi & Jazayeri, 2014; Henderson &
Romeo,2015; Sampson, 2014; Moreno-Ger, Burgos, Martínez-Ortiz, Sierra & FernándezManjón, 2008; Wu, Richards & Saw, 2014). This is possible, because MMOGs have a mixture of
built-in mechanisms that heighten motivation, engagement, and learning that make them
conducive to improving learning (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Kahu, 2013; Malliarakis, Satratzemi &
Xinogalos, 2014; Zepke & Leach, 2010). MMOGs also increase players’ understanding of
different value types based on their emotional reactions to the games (Rezaei & Ghodsi, 2014),
and foster collaboration and critical thinking, due to sociability, achievement, challenges,
competition, and increasing immersion (Voulgari, Komis, & Sampson, 2014).
Student preferences of games may also be a deciding factor of how they can learn from
games. Such preferences may also provide some clues as to which games teachers and instructional
designers could select. Gamers, in general, are attracted to features such as rich social interaction
through groups, guilds, and player alts, options for extensive socializing and enhanced immersion,
pseudonymity using avatars or alternate- virtual personas, options for long-distance interactions
with friends and other players, options of long term commitments between players, options for

37
modding or creatively modifying game software, and economic values such as free-to-play options
(Adams, 2013; Lin & Sun, 2015; VandenBerghe, 2013). An examination of fifteen MMOGs,
including the seven ultimately selected for this study (Cyber Creations Inc, 2017), revealed that
these games have all the features listed above.
In the context of the use of MMOGs across disciplines, there is evidence of its value in
disciplines such as English and Business, albeit to a limited extent. With respect to English
learning, there are studies on the use of MMOGs in Computer Assisted Language Learning or
CALL (Peterson, 2009, 2010). Network-based games can assist in language competencies for ESL
learners through the opportunities of social interaction and collaborative communications with
peers (Ang & Zaphiris, 2007; Peterson, 2010). Other studies relate to examining the effects of
prior knowledge on English proficiency gains using MMOGs (Huang & Yang, 2014; Lee & Pass,
2014; Liu, Yang & Huang, 2012; Yang & Hsu, 2013), using MMOGs in elementary English
education to increase listening, reading, and writing scores of experimental groups (Suh, Kim &
Kim, 2010), safe learning spaces for ESL that MMOGs can provide (Kongmee, Strachan, Pickard
& Montgomery, C, 2011), and the ability of MMOGs to inspire students to write more prolifically
(Martin, 2011).
There are only a few studies regarding performance outcomes using MMOGs in teaching
Business related courses in Higher Education. Some important ones in this context include Fu,
Hainey and Baxter (2016) whose study found some evidence of better performance outcome using
entertainment games, and highlighted the need for more studies on this topic. Harviainen and
Vesa’s (2016) meta-theoretical article combined existing empirical findings to identify how
MMOGs can be used as tools to teach organizational and procedural literacies to employees.
Munir, Barry and Andrew (2016) discussed the value of using MMOGs for teaching business and
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marketing. Monetizing options in MMOGs relies heavily on business and marketing principles, as
well as highlights some ethical and legal aspects of business. Thus, they can be useful as teaching
and learning tools for Business principles (Castranova, 2001). This also relates to the concept of
RMT or Real Money Trading, wherein “Players can circumvent the internal economy of a game
by purchasing the items they wish to acquire for real money” (Constantiou, Legarth & Olsen, 2011,
p.105). Some studies on RMT include investigations on why players spend real money in MMOG
worlds (Constantiou, Legarth & Olsen, 2011; Guo & Barnes, 2007), examining macroeconomic
theories such as overlapping generation model and endogenous growth theory that could be helpful
to understand in-game economy (Huhh, 2008), testing models to detect real money traders through
trading networks (Fujita, Itsuki & Matsubara, 2011), examining legal and policy perspectives
related to RMT (Yoon, 2008), and the effects of RMT on MMOG demand and sales (Huhh, 2006).
Based on the above information from the literature, it is evident that even though
researchers believe that commercial games like MMOGs have several elements to augment
learning experiences and motivation, such games are not being used to their full potential within
Higher Education. Thus, there appears to be a need to pursue investigations, possibly in a multidisciplinary context, of the extent of influence such games may have on learning within Higher
Education. Since performance outcomes are one of the credible ways to evaluate an educational
technology (John Hopkins University, 2015), and given the dearth of such examinations in the
literature, it will be valuable to examine such games in the context of learner performances, using
the commercial game sub-genre of MMOGs, which is the foci of this study.
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Research Questions
To achieve triangulation and get a more extensive look at performance outcomes, it was
examined from several angles that included choices participants made regarding the way in which
they used MMOGs. To effectively measure performance outcomes, this study evaluated learners’
critical thinking skills, by fusing the student activities and lesson plans with meta-cognitive
opportunities to facilitate problem-solving (Eseryel, Law, Ifenthaler, Ge, & Miller, 2014; Kim,
Park & Baek, 2009). The questions examined were:
(1) What are the effects of the use of Massively Multiplayer Online Games on students’
performance outcomes with respect to overall performance in assignments? (2) What are the
effects of the use of Massively Multiplayer Online Games on students’ performance outcomes
with respect to critical thinking in essay or research type activities? (3) How are participants’
performance effected in terms of whether they played the games versus only interacted with game
content versus did both (play game and interact with content)? (4) How are participants’
performance affected by the choice of games they select for their learning?
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CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGY

Design Overview
This study used a True Experimental design/methodology (Johnson & Christensen, 2014)
with randomization, control and manipulation. Associates level courses in English and Business
programs within two regions of a large Midwestern Community College were selected, using
randomized course reference numbers (CRN), for overall participation, as well as being divided
into experimental and control groups. For commercial games, 7 MMOGs were selected based on
the game-factors that attract gamers, as discussed in the Background section, as well as
requirements of the institution’s administrators. These requirements were free-to-play, PC
platform, online, and non-shooter games. For English, the selected games were Rift, Skyforge,
Tera Rising, Elvenar, and Age of Conan. Business course experimental participants used Elvenar,
Virtonomics, and Anno Online.
Experimental groups were required to select one game from a set of assigned MMOGs,
while control groups did not use any game. The teaching and assessment methods and materials,
except for MMOG inclusion, were same for both experimental and control groups within
disciplines. However, the materials and assessments differed, based on the discipline. All course
materials adhered to the sponsoring institution’s curriculum goals and requirements. The games
were used for both learning and evaluation. Experimental students used the games as tools to
augment their understanding of what they learned from lectures and textbooks, and help with
developing critical thinking skills. Performance outcomes were measured through multiple
instruments as detailed in Table 1 in the Data Collection sub-section. Students made crucial
decisions regarding game selection, game related reading or playing selection, topics for
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persuasive essays, relationship of Business principles to the games, and reflecting on their game
related learning.

Site and Participants
Upon receiving IRB approval, research was conducted within two regions of a Midwestern
Community College. Participants were 214 students enrolled in Associate Degree Programs in the
School of Liberal Arts and School of Business, and 6 faculty members. The target population for
the regions is approximately 6000. Based on the survey data, students were mixed in terms of
ethnicity and gaming background plus computer usage. 69% were 19 to 25 years old, with the
balance being in the 26 to 65 range. Forty-five percent of Business students had never played
MMOGs before, 48% had played but not for class work, while 7% had never played video games.
43% of English students had never played MMOGs before. 55% had played MMOGs, but never
for a classroom project, while 2% had never played any video games before. Essentially, most
participants were novices with respect to using MMOGs in classroom settings, but approximately
half of them had some gameplay experience. Figure 2 provides a graph of the game related
experience of participants.
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Participants' Gaming Experience
60%
50%

55%
45%

48%
43%

40%
30%
20%
7%

10%

2%

0%
Never Played MMOGs

Played, but not for class
Business

Never played ANY video
game

English

Figure 2. Participants’ Gaming Experience

Data Collection
Data related to course work and scores were gathered using assignments that followed the
strict guidelines of the institutions’ current curriculum, and that all instructors were required to
use. As per the institutional stipulations, the only changes to the assignments were in terms of the
use of games. Assignments varied based on discipline. One survey was used to gather demographic
data. Three surveys were used for research question 3 and 4 related information, including choices.
Experimental participants were given autonomy in game selection and how they preferred to use
them. Thus, they could use game related content such as game wikis, blogs, game site information
on characters, lore, locations, as well as textual and YouTube video tutorials. Alternatively, they
could play the game or combine content browsing and gameplay. Control group participants did
not use any games for their learning. Everything else was identical between the two groups’
learning environment. Table 1 summarizes instruments for this study.
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Table 1. Data Instruments per RQ for Each Discipline
RQ #

Business

English

1

Final semester scores; Mid Term and

Scores

Final Exam scores; exams were

Response

multiple

Analysis essay, Topic Proposal

choices,

proctored

and

timed.

for

Summary
essay,

and

Rhetorical

and Classical Argument essay;
Final semester scores

2

A three-part, Gaming- for- Learning

Essay rubric sheets that identify

Project

critical thinking elements (CTE)

that

only

experimental

students worked on throughout the
semester.

The

rubric

for

this

assignment was used to segregate
CTE from other criteria
3

Assignment and exam scores were

As in Business

analyzed using choices criteria: data
pertaining to choices were collected
using three short surveys with 5
questions

each,

discipline.

The

one

for

surveys

each
asked

experimental group participants to
specify what game they selected, if
they played the game, or only
interacted with the contents or did
both, and what were their opinions on
having such choices.
4

As in #3

As in #3
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Data Analysis
To make the analysis well -rounded and comprehensive, both within and between subjects’
data were used. To establish interrater reliability for the English courses taught by the lead
researcher, an outside grader was used. The grader received de-identified data, and commented on
the fairness of the grades with respect to the rubric and quality of work. No adjustments were
required in the scores. Table 2 summarizes the analysis process.

Table 2. Data Analysis per RQ for Both Disciplines
RQ #

Analysis

1

Between- subjects, comparing essay, exam and semester scores in percentages
from experimental and control groups via Independent Sample t-Tests, odds
ratio and Cohen’s d calculations.

2

Within- subjects, using the rubric items for the essays and the gaming-forlearning project, which were divided into two segments, one pertaining to
critical thinking elements (CTE) and the other pertaining to items such as
citation style, organization, structure and such. The percentage scores for each
were determined and analyzed, using a Paired t-Test and Cohen’s d
Experimental participants’ grades were matched to their selections and

3

analyzed using one-way ANOVA tests.
4

As #3

Some of the initial calculations were made using the Social Science Statistics (SSS) online
software, and then rechecked using the associated algorithms/formulas. Finally, they were triple
checked using SPSS.
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS

The H1 (null hypothesis) was that there will be no difference in performances between
experimental and control groups. The Ha (alternative hypothesis) was that learners in MMOG
based courses may have higher performance outcomes than those in regular courses that do not
use MMOGs. Due to directional approach for the Ha, one-tail, independent sample t Tests were
used. Alpha-level for both tests were set at 5% (  = .05). Confidence level for tests was set at
95%. The significant overall results are summarized in Table 3.
Table 3. Significant Results Summary
RQ 1: The experimental group participants in both disciplines had significantly higher performance scores
than the control.
RQ2: The rubric for the essays for English and research paper for Business were divided into CTE or critical
thinking elements and non CTE. Based on a within-subjects’ analysis of Paired t-Tests, there was a significant
difference between the scores of experimental participants, in favor of CTE, suggesting that while participants
lost points on items such as APA/MLA citations, structure, and organization, they were accorded high, and even
full points, for the critical thinking components of the assignment/evaluations.
RQ 3: The performance score means of the three variables were analyzed using one-way ANOVA tests (Park,
2003). The results revealed no significant differences in performance outcomes between the three variables
(using content alone, playing games alone, combining content usage with gameplay). This supports that game
content may be just as instrumental in boosting performances as playing the games. Ergo, actual game play may
not be required to positively affect engagement, learning and consequent performances.
RQ 4: The means of performance outcomes under each game selection category was analyzed using one-way
ANOVA tests (Park, 2003), with no significant results, indicating that despite using different games,
participants’ scores remained statistically unaffected. Additionally, quantified survey data indicated that
participants placed high value on having multiple game selections. Ergo, using multiple MMOGs had
significantly positive effects on performance.
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The significant data analysis numbers per research question or RQ are summarized below.

Research Question 1
The sample included 130 students from Business courses (65 each for experimental and
control), and 84 students from English courses (30 experimental and 54 control). The between
subjects, Independent sample t-Test results indicate that the experimental groups’ higher
performance outcomes versus the control group, were statistically significant. Based on this, the
null is rejected. Odds Ratio were in favor of the intervention, calculated with 80%+ as the desired
range based on the institution’s and general standards for Higher Education assessments in the
United States (International Affairs Office, 2008), using the formula (a/b)/(c/d), where a=desired
experimental, b=undesired experimental, c=desired control, and d=undesired control scores).
Cohen’s d effect, using Ray and Shadish's (1996) Method 2, was of high and medium
significance. Table 4 summarizes the relevant and important data.

47
Table 4. Summary of Significant Data Analysis Numbers for RQ1
Business Exam Scores

Business Semester

English

Scores

Scores

Scores

Experimental:80.47

Experimental:81.91

Experimental:83.63

Experimental:

Control: 67.22

Control: 73.02

Control: 69.33

Control: 62.26

t-value

6.19532

3.97366

3.71

2.89

p value

.00001.

.000059.

.000191. Significant

.002478. Significant

at p < .05.

at p < .05.

High

Medium

μ (mean)

Significant

at p < .05

Significant

at p <

Essay

English

Semester

76

.05.
Cohen’s d

Odds ratio

High

significance

at

Medium

1.088 (t-value=6.20, n

significance

of mean 1: 65.00, n of

0.696 (t-value 3.97,

value=3.71, n of

0.658 (t-value 2.89,

mean 2: 65.00).

n of mean 1:65, n of

mean 1: 30.00, n of

n of mean 1:30, n of

mean 2:65).

mean 2: 54.00).

mean 2:54)

7.5 in favor of the

2.0 were in favor of

3.1 in favor of the

2.375 in favor of the

intervention

the

intervention,

intervention where

intervention where

where a=41, b=24,

a=20, b=10, c=21,

a=15, b=15, c=16,

c=30, d=35

d=33.

d=38.

where

a=25, b=40, c=5, d=60.

at

at

significance
0.844

(t-

significance

at

Research Question 2
The sample included the experimental group of 65 students from Business courses and
30 students from English courses. The results of the within-subjects, Paired t-Test indicate that
participants performed significantly better in terms of Critical Thinking Elements (CTE) versus
other rubric items like citation styles, organization and structure. Cohen’s d effect, using Morris
and DeShon’s (2002) Equation 8 for within-subjects, was of high and medium significance. Table
5 summarizes the relevant and important data.
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Table 5. Summary of Significant Data Analysis Numbers for RQ2
RQ2

Business

English

t-value (paired t test)

-13.361223

-5.315582

p value (paired t-test)

The

Cohen’s d

value

of p is

1.1E-05.

The

value

of p is <

0.00001.

significant at p ≤ 0.05.

Significant at p ≤ 0.05.

High significance at 1.83 where

High significance at 1.20 where

CTE Mean is 95.82, non-CTE Mean

CTE Mean is 89.80, non-CTE Mean

is 74.92, standard deviation 1 is

is 76.60, standard deviation 1 is 7.51

13.21 and 2 is 18.78, and correlation

and 2 is 16.53, and correlation is

is 0.75.

0.58.

Research Question 3
The sample was same as in RQ 2. The one-way ANOVA test yielded not-significant
results, suggesting that there was no difference in performance related to how learners used the
games. Thus, interacting with game contents was equally beneficial for performance for those who
did not wish to engage in complex gameplay. Table 6 summarizes the results.

Table 6. Summary of Significant Data Analysis Numbers for RQ3
RQ3

Business

English

ANOVA (one way)

Exam: f-ratio value is 0.28331, and

Essay: f-ratio value is 0.11124, and

p-value is .754244.

p-value is .741217.

Semester: f-ratio value is 0.57379,

Semester: f-ratio value is 0.00031,

and p-value is .56635.

and p-value is .986146.

Results are not significant at p < .05

Results are not significant at p < .05
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Research Question 4
Sample was same as in RQs 2 and 3. The game selection distribution was: Business=
Elvenar-49, Anno 11 and Virtonomics 4; English= Elvenar-15, Skyforge 5, Rift 5, Tera Rising 4
and Age of Conan 2. Figure 3 provides a graphical display of this. The one-way ANOVA tests
indicated no significant difference in performances based on game choices, suggesting that all
MMOGs were helpful to boost learning outcomes. Table 7 summarizes the data.
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Table 7. Summary of Significant Data Analysis Numbers for RQ4
RQ4

Business Gaming for

Business Semester

English Essays

English Semester

Learning Project

μ

(mean)

per Elvenar = 85.48, Anno

Elvenar =81.24, Anno

Elvenar = 84.64,

Elvenar

79.54, and Virtonomics

81.63 and Virtonomics

Tera = 86, Rift

Tera =77.5, Rift

90.75 with the average

87.75, with the average

=77.2, Age of

=75.6,

totaling at 84.79

totaling at 81.71

Conan=

94.5,

Conan=

Skyforge

=85,

Skyforge=86.2,

game

ANOVA (one way)

totaling at 76.

The f-ratio value

The f-ratio
was

0.65669. The p-value is

is

result

.52219.

result

The p-value

at p <

.311151.

is not significant
.05.

88,

totaling at 84.3.

The p-value is .211. The

at p < .05

of

with the average

The f-ratio

The

is

Age

with the average

The f-ratio value is 1.59.

is not significant

value

=70.35,

1.26189.
is
The

value

1.39105.

The p-value

was

.265694. The result

result

is not significant

is not significant

at p < .05.

at p < .05.

Choice Survey Data
The survey used a 5-item Likert type scale with 5 questions. Most of the survey takers
(64% strongly agreed and 34% agreed) that having choices related to their classwork was
beneficial. 73% strongly liked or liked that they had different games to select from. 83% strongly
liked or liked that they could select from content, gameplay or both. 32% felt these choices made
them less stressed about assignments. 13% felt encouraged to play the game after interacting with
contents. 24% felt that choices helped them engage in their learning at their own pace. 23% felt it
allowed them to critically examine each choice to see how it fitted with their learning and
assessment needs. 8 % did not select these options. Figure 4 summarizes the value of choices.
Figure 5 summarizes how choices affected performance.
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CHAPTER 4. IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS

Practitioner Implications
Experimental learners outperformed the control groups, irrespective of what game they
selected and how they used these games for their learning. This implies that commercial game
sub-genres such as MMOGs may be adopted in easy and flexible ways in Higher Education in a
multidisciplinary context. Additionally, the data indicates the positive effects of such adoption on
learners’ performances. This is important, because, technology integration and adoption in
classrooms is being pushed by institutions, due to its abilities to transform learning experiences,
and possibly enhance performance outcomes (BrckaLorenz, Haeger, Nailos, & Rabourn, 2013;
Larsen, Miller & Ribble, 2010). However, many instructors and institutions continue to have issues
and concerns with commercial video games as a means of technology integration, due to lack of
technical capabilities of instructors, lack of access to resources, unfamiliarity with computer
games, lack of support from university administrators, and lack of perceived academic value of
commercial video games (Ariffin, 2012; Kenny & McDaniel, 2011). While students may have a
greater interest in video games due to the opportunities they provide for innovative thinking,
simulating personal experiences and increased engagement due to collaboration, teachers lack
interest in such games (Gaudelli & Taylor, 2011).
Additionally, the reason why more teachers have not yet adopted such games into their
teaching could be because, “very little has been done to convince teachers that the effort to change
their curriculum to integrate video games and other forms of technology is worthy of the effort”
(Kenny & McDaniel, 2011, p.197). Thus, there is need to demonstrate to teachers, ways to
integrate commercial video games such as MMOGs in classrooms easily and effectively that can
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take care of their concerns. As explained in a prior section, MMOGs have characteristics that make
them a compelling choice.
This study’s data strongly suggests that MMOGs can be successfully inserted in existing
curriculum, even without learners and teachers having to engage in complex gameplay. The
curriculum design allowed learners the flexibility to use the games in terms of what contents to
pick, and whether to play the actual game or not. Based on the data, many learners chose to
extensively use game contents such as wikis, blogs, videos and website information, while several
participants also chose not to play the game, as they found the game related contents to be just as
engaging and inductive to learning as game playing. All experimental learners indicated that
having flexibility allowed them to be less stressed about course work, and more engaged with their
learning and assessments. This implies that to augment their engagement, leading to higher
performance outcomes, learners may not need to worry about learning complex gameplay, or
spend extra time and efforts to engage in playing, if they can navigate the game contents. Instead,
they can allow their interaction with the game contents to decide whether they have the aptitude
and interest to play the game. Additionally, teachers may not need to make extra efforts to match
games to subject matter contents, although it is not implied here that instructional designers or
teachers should not take essential care to select MMOGs for the classrooms. Such care is always
a prerogative of effective and meaningful curriculum design. However, this study indicates that
the efforts required to make such selections, and apply them to the curriculum may be far less
stringent than feared.

Finally, the MMOG game contents are extensive and increasing in

complexity, giving birth to ever expanding databases of information, which makes them ideal tools
for multifarious activities (Alqwbani, Zuping, Aqlan, 2014; Greenspan, 2014).
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Theoretical Implications
Other key concepts that may fit this study’s findings are choices and autonomy, elaboration of
content, and personalized instruction. As indicated by the choice survey data, learners reacted very
positively to having choices. According to Deci and Ryan (2012) choice or autonomy could
“enhance experiences of competence and self-determination, fostering greater intrinsic
motivation” (p. 418), thus leading to “satisfaction of competence needs” (p. 431). Allowing
learners to have autonomy in game selection and how they chose to use these games emulated a
simple to complex activity structure, which was ideal, given the novice gamer status of learners
and their technology constraints. This resonates with the concepts of Elaboration Theory
(Reigeluth, 1999), because the learners were in control of their learning, used cognitive strategies
to build on their learning and critically applied that to their assessments, and used the MMOG
contents as analogies to relate to real- world scenarios. Finally, the data supports the principles of
Personalized Task Environments, such as personalization of instructional tasks based on learners’
interests and prior learning, and availability of subsets of potential tasks for students to select from
(Watson & Watson, 2017).

Research Implications
This study investigated if MMOGs, as a commercial game genre (designed for
entertainment, not education), could improve learners’ performances across disciplines when
integrated into the curriculum as engagement tools. Although this study’s data provided some
positive results and glimpses into this, it is important to continue the research to examine learners’
perceptions of what factors within MMOGs contributed to their game selections and performance.
In short, more studies need to be done on understanding what led to their selection of certain games
and rejection of others, as well as their choice of interacting with contents alone, or play the game
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alone or do both. This is crucial to better assessment of the selection process and curriculum design
structures for MMOG based learning. Such data may also provide insights as to why many
participants in both disciplines selected a specific game, Elvenar, for their learning. This could be
important to identify elements within MMOGs that learners find more useful for their educational
purposes.

Limitations
Even though the results were positive and encouraging, this study did have some
limitations, leading to future research opportunities. First, it lacked the depth of perception
provided by participants as it relied on Quantitative data alone. The positive performance outcomes
by the experimental groups provide the base for further qualitative inquiries. Only then can we
know how we can better adapt this technology to learner needs. Another limitation is the scope of
participants’ educational background. Since this study was limited to Associates level in a
community college setting, it will be valuable to see if similar results are obtained in different
settings such as 4-year college degrees and Graduate programs. This study was limited to two
disciplines, so more information on how MMOGs may influence learning in other disciplines will
be needed to further establish the genres’ worth. Finally, this study focused on examining one
genre of commercial/entertainment games. This was done due to the reasons explained in the
Introduction regarding MMOGs, such as high usage, ready availability and relative ease of use as
compared to other commercial/entertainment games. However, it may be useful to examine if
similar results can be garnered from other commercial and entertainment sub-genres such as single
player games, and if there could be any differences in the results.
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Conclusion
To conclude, the study’s results expanded the scope and structure of the investigation, and
provided hope that interfacing commercial games such as MMOGs in curriculum may not be
prohibitively complex or difficult. This will be a useful ground upon which to build practitioner
guides and curricular platforms that might help technology -phobic teachers, instructional
designers and learners to take that first, tentative step forward into a world where entertainment
and education can be harmoniously fused. While the prospects offered by this endeavor are
exciting, it is also prudent to be cognizant that the path forward may be challenging, since there is
still so much to know about MMOG environments and learners’ reactions to them. The initiative
of using commercial and entertainment game genres as educational tools facilitates the evolution
of technology integration in classrooms, something that researchers and educators have aspired
over the years, continue, and will continue to do so. This study contributes to this initiative.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW

Abstract
Stakeholders in the education arena are seeking effective and affordable ways to integrate
technology in curriculum. One technology integration approach that has received attention is using
commercial digital games as technological tools in the curriculum. Massively Multiplayer Online
Games or MMOGs are a sub-genre of commercial, made for entertainment games. While there is
considerable evidence that such games provide robust, stimulating and motivating environments
for users, there are gaps in examinations of how learners perceive their experiences when
immersed in MMOG based curricular environments. As learners are the focal points of designing
instruction, understanding their conceptions is crucial for effective instructional design. Using a
Phenomenography approach, this study highlighted the experiences of 95 students in English and
Business courses that used an MMOG based curriculum. A key finding is that participants approve
of game related contents such as information on game sites, game wikis and YouTube tutorials,
with or without experiencing gameplay. This suggests a possible paradigm shift in the way
MMOGs may be infused in the curriculum, as teachers and instructional designers may find it
easier to implement and adopt MMOGs in their classrooms if complexities such as mandatory
gameplay are not necessary. Researcher and practitioner implications are also discussed.
Keywords: MMOG, game content, choices, motivation, conceptions.

Overview
Commercial video games made for entertainment, such as Massively Multiplayer Online
Games or MMOGs, have the power to attract players due to the motivational attributes built into
the games (Bolo & Murcia, 2015; Chang & Lin, 2014; Susaeta, Jimenez, Nussbaum, Gajardo,
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Andreu & Villalta, 2010). However, it is possible that the influence of such games could extend
beyond entertainment, into educational realms. MMOG is one genre of commercial games that
may be a useful technology to establish sustained learner interests. Such games, even though
designed for entertainment purposes, or because of it, may offer significant motivational incentives
in education. There is evidence that MMOG players can interact with the games and other gamers
for long periods (Zhang & Kaufman, 2015). For example, Yee’s (2006) Daedalus Project surveyed
35000 MMOG players and found that gamers played an average of twenty-one hours a week when
interacting with commercial games in a non-instructional setting. More recent data on MMOG
usage indicates players play from 4 to 6 hours a week (ESA, 2016).
Despite the ability of such games to motivate users in sustained ways, there is evidence
that it may be challenging to integrate commercial games into curriculum (Godwin-James, 2014).
This is a problem, because motivation can play a significant role in learner development, progress
and performance enhancement. Not being able to easily utilize commercial games in education
may deny instructional designers, teachers, and students the opportunities to capitalize on the
motivational prowess of such games. MMOGs create motivation through emotional incitements
that may influence students’ self-regulation, which in turn may affect academic achievement
(Mega, Ronconi, & De Beni, 2014). Whilst motivational beliefs of learners may influence their
participation strategies and outcomes, the curricular environments in which students are placed
can also effect such beliefs (Baeten, Dochy, & Struyven, 2012; Clayton, Blumberg, & Auld, 2010),
Thus, the relationship existing between motivation, curriculum design and achieving course
outcomes makes it crucial to design curricular strategies that align these components. To truly
benefit from such strategic curriculum development, it is important to investigate how consumers
of such instruction act on and react to it. This paper reports the Phenomenographic findings of an
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investigation highlighting how participants made sense of their experiences when placed in courses
that used MMOGs as part of the curricular strategies.

MMOGs as Motivational Tools
There is sparse evidence in the literature regarding the use of MMOGs as motivational
tools in Higher Education, especially in multidisciplinary settings. However, some literature exists
in the context of K-12 environments that indicate MMOGs have the potential to act as powerful
motivational tools in multifarious ways. Examples of such ways include offering learners superior
challenges and levels of satisfaction (Hainey, Connolly, Stansfield & Boyle, 2011), providing
opportunities to enhance learners’ cognitive abilities (Corredor & Benavides, 2016), ensuring
enhanced enjoyment as compared to other digital games (Suárez, Thio &Singh, 2013), creating
the possibility of enhancing acquisition of skills and expertise (Schrader & McCreery, 2007),
providing the option of being used as research and practice tools (Sykes, Reinhardt &
Thorne, 2010), and allowing learners leadership and socializing opportunities (Lu, Shen, &
Williams, 2014; Mysirlaki, & Paraskeva, 2012). MMOGs promote skills such as communication,
evaluation of information, research, problem solving, and literacy, due to their immersive
environments, and built-in scaffolds for technological and content knowledge (Schrader, 2008).
MMOGs may prove useful as motivational tools in instructional design, from both student
and teacher perspectives, who may be attracted to MMOG elements, such as competition and
augmented critical thinking (Schultheiss, 2007), the ability to facilitate cognitive, social and
affective aspects of online environments (Voulgari & Sampson, 2014), and the possibility of
increased intrinsic motivation due to extreme socializing (Godwin-James, 2014; Mysirlaki &
Paraskeva, 2011; Thorne, 2010). However, in the context of teachers specifically, studies indicate
that even though there is some agreement on the value of MMOGs as motivational and educational

72
tools, there is need for more studies to mitigate the concerns and skepticism teachers have
regarding the applicability of MMOGs in the curriculum (Gerber & Price, 2013; Schrader, Zheng
& Young, 2006; Shah, 2015). Ruggiero’s (2013) survey based study using 1703 pre-service and
in-service teachers showed that while participants viewed gaming as useful for engaging and
motivating students, they also believed that games should not replace teachers as the main
instruction provider. Rather, games should be used only as tools for motivation and engagement.
One way to do this would be allowing teachers opportunities to interact with MMOGs directly, so
that they may gain a deeper understanding of the possible applications of such games in their
classrooms (Schrader, Zheng & Young, 2006; Shah, 2015).

MMOGs, Motivation and English and Business Disciplines
Given that the courses implementing MMOGs in this study are English and Business
courses, it is pertinent to review the literature relevant to these disciplines in the context of MMOG
usage. Regarding English, there is greater focus on studying MMOGs in relation to English as a
second language or ESL, mostly in K-12 environments (Cornillie, Thorne & Desmet,2012; Dixon,
2014; Kongmee, Strachan, Pickard & Montgomery, 2011; Suh, Kim & Kim,2010; Sundqvist &
Sylvén,2012; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2014). Shultz Colby and Colby’s (2008) conceptual description
of the Theory of Emergent Gaming, helped identify four concepts for the current study that helped
inform the curricular design of the courses examined.


Games cease to be ‘play’ (ergo, less motivating) if game playing is made a mandatory
part of composition classrooms



Greater immersion occurs through games as learners play, solve problems, use
strategies and meet gaming challenges
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Game community can help introduce research traditions, and although students
should be introduced to traditional forms of textual research, they could also be
introduced to “the textual evidence within the publications, forums, wikis, and blogs
of the game community” (Shultz Colby & Colby, 2008, p.308)



Mere playing of the game will not make for a better writer. However, the process of
interacting with the gameplay supported by “rhetorically meaningful writing tasks
will engage students in complex ways as they consider both academic and
professional options for writing” (Shultz Colby & Colby, 2008, p.310).

Petersen (2010) analyzed three studies on the use of MMOGs in English language learning
and suggested that because using Massive Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Games (MMORPGs –
a genre of MMOGs) reduced inhibition and enhanced motivation, there is “the urgent need for
carefully designed learner-based studies that explore in greater depth, the opportunities for
language development made possible by the use of MMORPGs” (p. 437). Rankin, Gold and
Gouch (2006) investigated the use of Everquest, an MMOG, for second language acquisition and
contended that though interacting with the game was positively motivating for the five participants,
it was not enough to generate high quality second language acquisition, since MMOGs like
Everquest do not possess inherent language teaching tools like dictionaries or vocabulary help.
Thus, it may be beneficial if a more structured fusion of games and curriculum was provided. This
approach was adapted for this study by fusing the games with fully structured writing assignments.
With respect to MMOG usage in motivating learners in Business courses, very sparse
information exists in the literature. Some non-classroom based studies and conceptual papers
pertaining to using MMOGs to evaluate Business and Marketing related principles include an
empirical research in the Japanese MMO industry that investigated determinants of pricing models
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(Nojima, 2007), a conceptual paper describing how games have the ability to imitate life, creating
motivations as “artificial constructs of big business” (Jiang, 2010, p. 7), and Thomas’s and
Brown’s (2009) in-depth examination of why MMOGs are “a fair predictor of what will be
happening in the workplaces and societies of tomorrow” (p. 20). Additionally, Fu, Hainey and
Baxter (2016) used a systematic literature review of publications from 2005 to 2014, to provide
insights on the outcomes and engagement potential of computer games in Business for learners
aged 18 and more. The review concluded that there was evidence to suggest that entertainment
games provide positive outcomes and motivation in business training, but that there was a dearth
of studies that provided “a deep understanding of entertainment games” (p. 237). These confirm
the significant need for the current study that may provide valuable information to reduce the gap
in the literature regarding examining commercial games like MMOGs in the context of motivation
in Higher Education disciplines.

Self-determination Theory and Curriculum Design
According to Deci and Ryan (2012), self-determination posits that the three universal needs
for “competence, autonomy and relatedness” (p. 417) are crucial to an individual’s “optimal
development and functioning” (p. 471). Based on earlier studies and existing literature Deci and
Ryan (2012) concluded that choice or autonomy could “enhance experiences of competence and
self-determination, fostering greater intrinsic motivation” (p. 418). Self-determination draws a
distinction between autonomous versus controlled motivation, wherein autonomous support
relates to focusing on perspectives of others, encouraging exploration, and providing choices,
which creates nurturing and positively intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Controlled
motivation comes from extrinsic sources and individuals feel compelled to do something due to
outside enforcement, leading to negative emotions such as resentment and shame (Deci & Ryan,
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2012; Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford & Dekas, 2011; Hagger, Hardcastle, Chater, Mallett, Pal &
Chatzisarantis, 2014; Koestner, Otis, Powers, Pelletier & Gagnon, 2008). Thus, reducing
controlled motivation in the curriculum design for the study by not insisting on gameplay, allowed
reduction of negative emotions, while fostering autonomous motivation.
As described in more detail in the methods, a key curricular design decision was to grant
learners control in terms of what game they interacted with and how they interacted with it (such
as whether they actually played the game or only familiarized themselves with its supporting
materials and context). Curriculum that demand rigid mandates in terms of design and
implementation can create critical motivational gaps, devalue education, and demotivate students
and teachers. Demotivation may also be responsible for high attrition and low completion rates
(Bates, 2014; Heyman, 2010; Rubin & Kazanjian, 2011; Smith, 2010). Additionally, providing
choices in terms of how to use the games would compensate for possible technical issues such as
requirement of superior hardware and bandwidth needs for gameplay (Martin, 2011), which may
not be the case for content browsing. This was a deviation from precedence as most prior MMOG
based studies have relied and insisted on game play for data (Clark, Tanner-Smith &
Killingsworth, 2015). Additionally, and again somewhat contrary to precedence, multiple
MMOGs were used that could accord further choices to participants, and give them greater
ownership

over

their

participation

process

(Orsini, Evans

&

Jerez, 2015;

Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio & Turner, 2004).

Research Questions
The research questions this study sought to answer are: (1) What aspects of MMOG based
curriculum did learners identify as being motivational to their course-participation experience? (2)
Did learners perceive the availability of curricular choices as motivating?
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CHAPTER 2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
After receiving IRB approval for the study, 95 student participants enrolled in English and
Business courses. were selected from a large Midwestern Community College’s Associates Degree
Programs. The demographic survey data indicated there was maximum variation in terms of
student experience with MMOGs, which allowed for a richer and more comprehensive data.
Students were mixed in terms of age and gaming background. 69% were 19 to 25 years old, with
the balance being in the 26 to 65 range. Forty-five percent of Business students had never played
MMOGs before, 48% had played but not for class work, while 7% had never played video games.
43% of English students had never played MMOGs before. 55% had played MMOGs, but never
for a classroom project, while 2% had never played any video games before. Thus, majority of
participants had no prior experience with MMOGs in an educational context. Figure 6 provides a
graph of the game related experience of participants.

Participants' Gaming Experience
60%
40%
20%
0%

45% 43%

48% 55%
7%

Never Played
MMOGs

Played, but not for
class
Business

2%

Never played ANY
video game

English

Figure 6. Participants’ Gaming Experience
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Background of Game-based Curriculum
The curriculum design was based on results of a Front-End analysis (FEA) conducted in
fall 2015, one semester prior to the project initiation. This included discussions with faculty and
administrators regarding their perceptions of existing curricular issues and knowledge gaps, their
vison of what they wanted to see happen in terms of alleviating these issues and gaps, and
examining student profiles provided by faculty from two semesters prior with respect to computer
readiness and performance trends. The results of the FEA revealed several unique challenges. The
initial analysis indicated that Faculty and administrators were concerned about gaps in student
outcomes in terms of critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and ability to grasp key concepts of
the subject matters. They believed that there was need for a compelling instructional strategy to
motivate and engage students in ways that enhanced engagement and performance, preferably
using strategies that aligned with the institution’s drive for technology integration.
Based on the need for enhancing motivation in ways that positively affected cognition and
knowledge retention, using commercial video games was deemed the appropriate technology
(Plass, Homer & Kinzer, 2015). Administrators requested that any game used had to be free-toplay, family friendly and free of violence, shooting and horror, should have PC capability to
accommodate those who do not own consoles and need to use the college’s computers, should be
dropped into existing course structures with minimal to no changes, and should have the support
of the faculty who would be the ones directly involved in the implementation. Based on these
caveats, MMOGs were selected.
An analysis of potential participants suggested that it was likely that prospective
participants, both students and faculty, would have little to no prior experience in using MMOGs,
personally or as part of their courses. This created new challenges since the projected participants
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were comprised of novice gamers. Since there was an anticipation of serious pushback with respect
to imposing mandatory gameplay, a new approach was used, by giving full autonomy to
participants over how they wanted to use the games in terms of playing them or merely browsing
through game related contents such as information on game sites, wikis, and blogs. Giving such a
choice was essential to ensure that participants were not demotivated if they were forced to play a
game against their wishes, given their potential novice background in gaming and game based
approaches. Instead, playing the games would be the sole decision of the participants. This
curricular design decision was indicated by the literature, as discussed earlier in the section on
self-determination theory. Thus, this curricular strategy was a novel approach, creating
unchartered spaces, since it was unknown as to how motivated participants would be, and what
skills they would develop, if they opted not to play the games and only interacted with the contents.
Table 8 gives a summary of the games selected and the suggested, non-gameplay content.
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Table 8. Game Sites and Suggested Content/Documents.
Game Title
Skyforge

Website address
http://sf.my.com/us

Suggested documents
The About and Community sections have great materials
explaining all aspects of the game, including a game Wiki site
available in the Community section.

Elvenar

https://us.elvenar.com/#/

The Game, Community and Help sections have lots of
information and reading materials. Additionally, you can read
the game Wiki from the Community section.

Tera
Rising

http://tera.enmasse.com/

The Game Guide and Community sections have tons of
information, including a game Wiki.

http://www.ageofconan.com/playf
ree

The Gameplay and World sections have a wealth of
information. Additionally, you may use the game Wiki at:
http://aoc.wikia.com/wiki/Age_of_Conan_Wiki
The Game Guide and Community sections have tons of
information. Additionally, you may use the game Wikis at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rift_(video_game)

Age
Conan

of

Rift

http://www.trionworlds.com/rift/e
n/

Anno
Online
Virtonomi
cs

https://us.anno-online.com/en-US
http://virtonomics.com/

http://telarapedia.gamepedia.com/Rift_Wiki
The
Anno
Online
Wiki
accessible
at:
http://annoonline.wikia.com/wiki/Beginner's_Guide
Virtonomics
Tutorial
accessible
at:
http://virtonomica.ru/data/uploads/docs/virtonomics_tutorial_
en.pdf

More game Information
Name
Game site link

Description link

Skyforge

http://sf.my.com/us

http://www.mmobomb.com/review/skyforge/

Elvenar

https://us.elvenar.com/#/

http://www.freemmogamer.com/review/elvenar/

Tera Rising

http://tera.enmasse.com/

http://www.mmobomb.com/review/tera

Age of Conan

http://www.ageofconan.com/playfree

http://www.mmobomb.com/review/age-ofconan

Rift

http://www.trionworlds.com/rift/en/

http://www.mmobomb.com/review/rift
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Process of Course Participation
English course students used games as the subject or core reading for essay writing. One
essay involved summarizing and responding to the core reading, while the other essay related to
finding persuasive topics using the core reading and then writing an argument paper using game
related insights and research of the literature. Additionally, they took part in two discussion forums
wherein they discussed aspects of their game related course participation experiences.
Business students used games to complete a semester-long, multi-phased, research project
wherein they wrote several pieces that demonstrated how game related insights matched crucial
theories and principles of Global and National Business. All participants completed one
demographic and one choice related survey. The choice survey was essential to triangulating
evidence related to RQ 2.
Participants were asked to choose one game from an assigned list of MMOGs, as shown in
Table 8. They were then asked to use the game for completing their MMOG designated
assignments. Participants were required to interact with the games throughout the semester, and
they used games to participate in several assignments that are summarized in Table 9. Games did
not replace lectures and textbook readings, but were rather used as a parallel curriculum to motivate
learners and augment their course participation experience.

Phenomenography
The study’s foci were pluralistic, examining how different participants experienced a given
phenomenon. Thus, a Phenomenography approach was appropriate, given Marton’s (1986)
description that Phenomenography is “a research method for mapping the qualitatively different
ways in which people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and
phenomena in, the world around them” (p.31). Instead of focusing on the phenomenon or the
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participants as separate entities, this methodology focuses on the relations between the participants
and the phenomenon (Åkerlind, 2012; Marton, 1986; Yates, Patridge & Bruce, 2012), and uses
empirical approaches to study and categorize not only similarities, but also variances within such
perceptions (Assarroudi & Heydari, 2016; Marton & Booth,2013). Such research is valuable in
providing a comprehensive perspective on a phenomenon, which in turn may help develop and
design programs and curriculum better suited to improving student experiences (Andretta, 2007;
Assarroudi & Heydari, 2016; Baughan, 2017).

Related Course Activities / Research Instruments
Even though interviews are the popular method of data collection for Phenomenography,
given the volume of participants, an alternative approach was used, based on suggestions in the
literature. Watson (2016) discusses using completed exam papers and written response to
scenarios, while Edwards (2007) and Yates, Partridge and Bruce. (2012) discuss methods such as
written surveys with open-ended questions. As per agreement with the IRB, data collection was
limited to the college’s requirements for specific courses, and students were not expected to do
any out-of-course activities for the study. Thus, there were some differences in the instruments,
based on the subject matter and disciplines.

Table 9. Related Course Activities / Research Instruments Summary
Course

English

Business

Specific Activities / Two discussion forums (akin to written A three part, research based project spanning the semester
Instruments

response to scenarios or written surveys with (akin to exam papers);
open ended questions) spanning weeks 1
through 4, and essay assignments (akin to
exam papers);

Activity Specifics

Students discussed:




Common
Instrument



First part: rationale for the game they selected for
their course activities/assignments and their views on
using MMOGs in the class
Second part: in-depth analysis of how the principles
of Business taught in the course were reflected in, or
related to, aspects of the games they selected.
Third part: reflection on their game based course
experience.

Their game related background
Expectations from the course

Perceptions of the game based
options for the course
 Reasons for selecting specific games

Interesting and challenging factors in
the games
 Rhetorical elements within the games
like language, style, and use of image
 Their versions of persuasive topics
that emanated from the games
 Reflection on their total courseparticipation experience using a
MMOG based curriculum.
Research Choice related survey: All participants from both disciplines completed this survey that used a 5-item Likert
type scale with 5 questions.
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Data Analysis
Data analyses approach combined the concept of “pools of meaning” (Marton, 1994, p.
4428; Marton, Hounsell, & Entwistle, 1984, p. 46). The analysis was done in several phases and
sub-phases, as suggested by Åkerlind (2012). Additionally, a faculty member not involved in the
study assisted as an outside coder, and deidentified data were shared with him. The lead researcher
and outside coder worked individually on each phase of the analysis and then compared findings,
to arrive at a consensus, which was treated as the final findings. This ensured coder reliability and
phenomenographic communicative validity (Åkerlind, 2012). Using a faculty outside the
participant pool was justified as he represented other members of the population, and intended
audience for the findings, and was expected to be unbiased due to non-involvement with the project
(Åkerlind, 2012). Table 10 summarizes the analysis process.

Table 10. Analyses Process Summary
Phases
Reduction of raw data

What was done
Given that this study had a significantly larger amount of data for a qualitative work, some steps
were taken to ensure effective and reliable analysis. First, 10 participants from each discipline
were randomly selected, and their submissions were used as the foundation to build the initial
code list of keywords and phrases to identify ideas relevant to the RQs.

Pool of Meaning

Then, data from all submissions were parsed, based on these keywords/phrases to select
interesting utterances (Åkerlind, 2012,). The decontextualized pool of meaning was now created
to be used for the next phase

Parcels of ideas

data was segregated into parcels of ideas, and the various perspectives pertaining to each parcel
were clustered

Data frequency and excerpt Finally, data frequency, as well as excerpt analyses were conducted.
analysis
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS

This section details the findings based on key concepts of Phenomenography analysis and
results, such as conceptions or ways participants experience a specific aspect of reality, categories
of description or collective conceptions, outcome spaces or graphical and/or table renditions of the
relationship between the categories of description, highlighting both the phenomenon and the
many ways in which it can be conceptualized or experienced, and Themes of Expanding
Awareness or commonality streams spanning all the categories of description, but manifested or
represented in a variety of ways (Åkerlind, 2012; Buck & Oaks, 2011; Yates, Partridge, &
Bruce, 2012).

RQ 1. What Motivated Students in Course -Participation
The analysis resulted in six categories of description (see Table 11), which underline six
different aspects of MMOGs that participants identified as being motivational to their course
participation.

Table 11: Categories of Description for Motivational Elements of MMOGs in General
Categories
Category 1: Content

Summary
The agents of motivation in this category were described as those related to a wide choice of
content and information about MMOGs found in the games’ sites, wikis, game related YouTube
videos, and other game support mechanisms. The motivation was attributed to content elements
such as user-friendly language, detailed and rich descriptions, scintillating imagery, interesting
and appealing storylines and narratives, effective training and teaching techniques, as well as a
wide variety of content selections to choose from.

Category 2: Fantasy

The agents of motivation in this category were described as those related to a wide choice of
fantasy based options that the MMOGs offered. The motivation was attributed to the ability of
MMOGs to induce creativity through fantasy elements such as variety of locations including cities,
forests, skylines, seas, and castles, customized alternative personas, variety of customizable
characters, classes such as elevens, dwarfs, monsters, variety of occupations and skill mongering,
variety of tools related to occupations, and variety of in-game trade options.

Category
Fantasy

3:

Realism

Through The agents of motivation in this category were described as those pertaining to a variety of realistic
situations within MMOG narratives and game play that emulate life. The motivation was attributed
to the experiences of users that were lifelike, reflections of personal beliefs, and helped them with
self-actualization, self-improvement, tolerance induction, personal and social learning.
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Category 4: Game Mechanics

The agents of motivation in this category were described as those related to a variety of game
mechanics or activities related to gameplay in the MMOGs. The motivation was attributed to the
elements such as character creation ability, variety of customization options, gaining abilities
based on continued game play, attractive game challenges and rewards system, free to play as well
as monetizing options, and a variety of socializing options.

Category

5:

Critical

Booster

Thinking The agents of motivation in this category were described as those related to the ability of MMOGs
to induce critical thinking and deep cognition in a variety of ways. The motivation was attributed
to elements such as games challenged them to think outside the box, widening worldviews,
pushing users beyond comfort zones, inducing perseverance, and sustaining interest in
interactions.

Category 6 Fun Factor

The agents of motivation in this category were described as those related to the ability of MMOGs
to add augmented interest factors to the classroom and course workload in a variety of ways. The
motivation was attributed to elements such as making course work and assignments fun and lively,
countering boredom, creating interest beyond the purviews of course requirements, and providing
multifaceted appeal.
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To enhance the understanding of the outcome spaces, contrasting conceptions were also
examined. These conceptions were generated by a very small segment of the sample, and thus
were not enough to be treated as representative of a group. The focus of RQ 1 was on motivation,
and as such items pertaining to de-motivation were excluded from Table 11. Table 12 provides a
summary of such reported contrasts.

Table 11. Summary of Contrasts
Category
Content:

Wide

variety

Reported Contrasting Outliers

and

in-depth Too much information may be a demotivator.

information was motivating.
Fantasy: Such elements heightened interest Fantasy elements could be a deterrent to
and motivation.

understanding subject matter concepts.

Realism through Fantasy: Games have realistic Games are not representatives of real life.
content that was motivating.
Fun Factor: Preferred MMOGs as part of Did not like using MMOGs in assignments.
overall

course-participation

as

it

made

assignments fun.

However, the contrasts did offer some valuable insights. For example, it was interesting to
see that when one participant raised concerns over the inclusion of MMOGs in class work, several
other participants jumped to the defense of MMOG inclusion, as evident from the discussion
excerpts in Table 13. This was an emotional assignment for all participants.
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Table 12. Discussion Excerpt
Contrast participant: I found it extremely difficult to find a real-life topic that related
to online gameplay. Searching those game websites was a lot harder than I thought it would be. I
haven't looked ahead, but I'm assuming we'll be doing this again. Stupid. I tried to play the
games, but I couldn't…..

I had a hard time relating my topic to the game, mainly because I thought it was stupid that we
had to do it. Perhaps like you, I was being a bit stubborn.

Defender participant 1: I don't necessarily agree that the assignment was stupid! but it was
difficult for me at first. I would have to agree with …. on this: it made us think outside the
box. I would agree that once you found the topic - which really was the most difficult thing,
at least for me - the assignment became easier.

Defender participant 2: I understand how hard it is to relate a game to a paper's topic, it was
very complicated for me as well. It was difficult, but once you found one single aspect to write
about it got easier. I believe that the assignment was intended to make us think outside the box.
None of us expected it, and we all found a way around it. Critical thinking is a necessary quality
for any writer and this paper made us polish that quality. I think that most on line games are in
some ways related to real life situations, even our own history.

The outcome space for RQ 1, as well as a single theme of expanding awareness emerging
from the categories is shown in Figure 9. The hierarchical relationship between the categories were
overlapping but also distinct as learners started their interactions with the games’ contents, and
moved simultaneously and sometimes separately towards deeper involvement in their course work
due to the elements of fantasy and realism infused in the MMOGs. For some, this led to gameplay
and interacting with game mechanics. Ultimately, all 4 categories led to higher critical thinking,
which made their course-participation process flavorful, completing the cycle of motivation. The
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value of game content for participants (Figure 7) was also evident from the choices survey’s
distribution patterns of how many-used content only, versus content with gameplay.

Content vs Gameplay
MMOG Study
20
79

31
100
44

21

Content Only

Content with gameplay

Gameplay only

Content use percentage

Gameplay only percentage

Figure 7. Content vs Gameplay Distribution Patterns from Choices Survey

Additionally, based on a keyword search, the theme of choices was apparent throughout
the categories, emerging as the single expanding awareness of the significance of having autonomy
in their course-participation. Given the large number of the sample, excerpts from 10 participants’
discussions and essays, representing approximately 10% of the sample, were selected randomly,
for the keyword search. The assumption was that code saturation could occur beyond this (Guest,
2006; Hennink, Kaiser & Marconi, 2016; Mason, 2010). Table 14 summarizes keyword search
results, while Figure 8 provides a graphic presentation of the same.
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Table 13. Keyword Derivatives and Counts
Keyword Themes Total
Choices 266

Derivatives and Search Results
14+ 5+ 13+ 36 = choice/s, 12+ 15 choosing, 33+ 66 chose, 36+ 36
choose

Select 78

9+ 30 select, 8 selection, 6 selecting, 8 picked, 17 selected

Option 69

20+ 24 option, 13 + 12 options

Keyword Search for Choice
69, 17%

Total related to the word
derivatives of Choices

78, 19%
266, 64%

Total related to the word
derivatives of Select
Total related to the word
derivatives of Option

Figure 8. Keyword Distribution for Choice

As evident from this, participants, in varied ways, discussed or alluded to having choices
in game content and mechanics, which seemed to have enhanced their course experiences. Thus,
even without overtly discussing it, participants seem to have been most influenced by the choice
factor.
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Figure 9. Outcome Space RQ 1

RQ2. Expanding Awareness of Choices and Motivation
The analysis of writing excerpts and discussion data resulted in 3 categories of description
(Table 15) that represent the collective ways in which participants experienced the
expanding awareness of choices in the context of this study.

Table 15. Categories of Description for Conceptions on Motivational Value of Choices
Categories
Category 1: Game selection

Summary
Learners understanding of the motivational value of choices was exhibited through their criteria formation to select
specific games based on choices of games and features of the game contents and some mechanics. The criteria
included items such as availability of choices within game features; familiarity with other games played before,
fantasy elements; perceived application and value for course work, attraction of content including images, text,
aural and video; attraction of mechanics including lore, challenges, leveling; and perceived realism and realistic
elements in the game content and mechanics.

Category

2:

selection

Application Learners understanding of the motivational value of choices was exhibited through their application of concepts
from the games to subject matter specific ideas and principles. For example, English course participants found a
variety of persuasive topics, slavery in USA, why USA is great today, the world of occult, ranking and class
systems, transitioning from High School to College issues, intentional spread of diseases and ethical issues, class
systems used by the Mafias, and ecosystems and green initiatives.

Similarly, business-related principles as applicable to the MMOGs such as the 4 Ps (Product, Place, Promotion,
Packaging), leadership principles, retail trade, competition, investment in science, market analysis, manager’s
decisions and more were discussed. The topics and principles selected were intensely varied.

Category
Production

3

Introspective Learners understanding of the motivational value of choices was exhibited through their written pieces where they
rationalized and justified how the MMOGs related to their understanding of persuasive logic and business
principles, and finally their self-introspection on their actions, thoughts, and behavior during this process, and how
it affected others as part of the collective.
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Figure 10 breaks down the participants’ game selection choice. An interesting contrast in
participant perceptions of the games they chose was revealed as the same game was sometimes
viewed very differently.

Game Selection
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

49

15
0
Elvenar

5

Rift

0

5

4

11
0

0

Skyforge Virtonomics
Business

Anno

0 2
Age of
Conan

0

4

Tera Rising

English

Figure 10. Game Selection by Participants

It is noteworthy that 52% of total participants selected Elvenar. Out of that, 75% were
Business course participants. The business course participants who rejected Elvenar believed that
it was too fantasy based for understanding real business principles, and preferred Virtonomics and
Anno due to having less fantasy and more real-life like lore and activities. This was in sharp
contrast to the criteria of those selecting Elvenar, which included variations of preference for
fantasy and real life. Ergo, Elvenar supporters conceived it to be a game that fused fantasy elements
with life-like situations, making it more attractive and less boring than Virtonomics or Anno. Thus,
fantasy and fusion with realism appeared to be a contradictory, yet compelling criteria for game
selection. Additionally, a high emotional charge permeated the discussions. For example, some
participants shared how the games were contradictory to their religious beliefs and yet the games
motivated them to move on with the assignments. Some talked about how the games emulated
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incidents in their own lives and experiences, and provided them with greater clarity on their
worldviews. Participants made their cases for or against games, as well as application of ideas
emanating from the games with a lot of feeling and soul. This suggested a high level of personal
involvement and investment of self-capital in the course-participation process, perhaps due to the
MMOG influences. Finally, as displayed within Table 15, participants had a wide variety of
conceptions regarding the applicability of the MMOGs to their course contents, including
assignments.
The outcome space for RQ 2 is displayed in Figure 11. The categories have a hierarchical
relationship with respect to the process of participation that took place using MMOGs. The choices
were first experienced when participants used variations of self-determined criteria to select
games. After the game selections, participants determined how they would interact with the games
with respect to playing them, or using just the game content without playing or doing both.
Contingent upon this, participants then selected a variety of ways in which they conceived they
could apply the games to their subject matters and assessments. As they got deeper into this
process, they reflected upon the multidimensional flavors of their participation using MMOGs,
and finally engaged in introspection wherein they conceived variations of how their and their
peers’ choices affected their own experiences and that of the collective. The variation occurs in
three distinct areas: learners’ conceptions about game selection choices, their conceptions about
the academic applicability options of the games, and how the phenomenon affected their personal
dimensions.
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Select MMOGs

Select how to use MMOGs

Using
content
alone

Gaming with
content

Gaming
without
content

Introspect and Reflect

Introspection on
own choices

Introspection on
effects of peer
choices

Figure 11. Outcome Spaces RQ 2
RQ 2 Choice Survey
Finally, the Choices Survey yielded similar results, triangulating the RQ2 findings. For the
question regarding the overall value of having choices in their classwork 98% agreed that having
choices related to their classwork was beneficial. 73% strongly liked or liked that they had different
games to select from. 83% strongly liked or liked that they could select from content, gameplay or
both. 32% felt these choices made them less stressed about assignments. 13% felt encouraged to
play the game after interacting with contents. 24% felt that choices helped them engage in their
learning at their own pace. 23% felt it allowed them to critically examine each choice to see how
it fitted with their learning and assessment needs. 8 % did not select these options. Figure 12
summarizes the value of choices. Figure 13 summarizes how choices affected motivational
elements.
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Choice Value
80%

64%

60%
40%
20%

51%

46%
34%

27%

32%
17%

2% 0% 0%

5% 5%
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Game selection was
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0%
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Choice on how to use
games beneficial
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Figure 12. Value of Choices

Effect on Motivational Items
No selection
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Critically examine how choices fit…
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Encouraged self-paced learning
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Encouraged to play
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32%
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Figure 13. Choices’ Effects on Motivational Items

35%

98

CHAPTER 4. DISCUSSION

Several conceptions emerged from the data. A summary of the deductions and their
significance to 3 key factors of motivation within MMOG based environments, is given below.
The findings are supported by the literature, as well as contribute to it through some distinctive
and comprehensive understandings specific to this study. Additionally, significant differences
from existing opinions and differences between some anticipated findings and what the data
revealed are explained.

Factor 1: Content Matters
The findings supported the notion that participants paid attention, used, and gave high
credence to the game related content such as game wikis, blogs, descriptions of lore, characters,
settings, game play rules provided within the game sites and outside in the form of tutorials,
YouTube videos and such. Participants used content to select games, and ideas of applicability of
games to persuasive and business-related topics. This was true irrespective of whether participants
played the games. Thus, motivation through MMOGs did not just come from gameplay, but from
game content as well.
This is significant because of the skepticism teachers and learners have about the value of
playing video games for education, including the fears that since video game playing is complex
and made for entertainment, they may be unsuited in classrooms, and using such games may
project teachers in a negative light (Arrifin, 2012; Gerber & Price, 2013). However, teachers are
interested in finding easy to use ways of incorporating video games in their classrooms (Gerber &
Price, 2013), and learners are eager for some way to relieve the boredom associated with academic
work as boredom negatively impacts their participation and motivation (Baker, D'Mello, Rodrigo
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& Graesser, 2010). Thus, it would be useful if teachers and learners did not have to worry about
complex game play and still were able to use the fun aspects of the game content to their advantage.
In terms of practitioner implications, this factor may be used to motivate teachers and
designers to use MMOGs as there could be significantly less constraints for such usage. Users can
choose to interact with the game contents first, and then move to the gameplay if they desire.
However, as suggested from this study’s results, motivation could emanate, irrespective of active
gameplay or not. In terms of research implications, given that there is no discussion of this in the
literature, more studies using different college levels and disciplines should be continued to further
ratify the existence of this factor.

Factor 2: Choice Matters
Participants were highly motivated due to having autonomy over their participation process
through choices in micro and macro levels. The motivation stemmed from the macro level choices
provided through the curriculum design, allowing participants to interact with the content, the
gameplay, or both, and being able to select from a range of games, with the challenge of finding
ways in which the games could help with their course work and assignments. Thus choice, married
to challenges, created contradictions that Activity Theorists believe to be tools of development as
participants overcome challenges and become more knowledgeable in the process (Antoniadou,
2011; Bonneau, 2013). Participant interest was also compounded by the micro level choices that
the game content and gameplay provided. This was inspirational for both novice and seasoned
gamers. Novice learners were attracted to the novelty of the game and the prospect of doing
something new to add to their intrinsic meaning making process (Bawa, 2017). Seasoned gamers
were motivated at the prospect of doing something they liked and indulged in for entertainment,
and being rewarded for it in real, academic currency. Deci and Ryan (2012) suggest, autonomy
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support in classrooms lead to “increased intrinsic motivation and satisfaction of competence
needs” (p. 431), as well as greater engagement in higher conceptual understandings. In terms of
practitioner implications, efforts should be made to provide choices of games students can use for
their MMOG based curriculum. Additionally, it may be worthwhile to allow students some choices
in terms of how they could use the games in their courses.

Factor 3: Fantasy
This factor contradicted some of the findings in existing literature, while supporting and
adding to others. Participants appeared to be deeply interested in fantasy elements within the games
embedded in the game lore, characters and locations, and manifested through text, audio, images,
and videos. These not only provided respite from boredom but also enriched and optimized
information, leading to higher levels of motivation (Garris, Ahlers & Driskell, 2002). Fantasy
embellished environments provide both cognitive and emotional fulfillment, and can serve as the
hook that entices learners to engage in more compelling ways with their environments (Asgari &
Kaufman, 2004).
In contrast, the results appear to contradict some contentions that simulations or fantasy
within games are not required to represent a real-world system as they can thrive as their own
systems (Shi & Shih, 2015), or that individual preferences for different game genres are not fantasy
related, but rather attributable to the game mechanics or play experiences (Habgood, Ainsworth &
Benford, 2005; Salen & Zimmerman, 2011). Based on this study’s findings, participants used
contradictory principles of fantasy and realism to justify their game selection. For example, even
though Virtonomics and Anno users felt these had more realistic business components and less
fantasy, majority of students preferred Elvenar because it had a fusion of fantasy and business
components. Thus, it can be assumed that for this sample, while fantasy elements may have acted
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as a hook, it was the combination of realism with fantasy that made Elvenar a more compelling
choice. Thus, one reason for MMOGs to be compelling motivators in education is their
endogenous fantasy related to the instructional content (Garris, Ahlers & Driskell, 2002).
This also alludes to heightened critical thinking as participants could see beyond the veil
of fantasy, and were able to decipher business elements hidden in the games. This was perhaps
more challenging than Virtonomis, which had no fantasy, and was more like an educational game
in texture. This was also perhaps why Virtonomics was boring for some. In terms of practitioner
implications, when selecting MMOGs for curriculum, it may be more effective to select games
that have a judicious mix of fantasy and realism, and not gravitate towards games that may seem
more educational, and less recreational.

Significant Differences
There are some claims in the literature that socializing and collaboration can lead to the
creation of complex writing pieces in the form of fandom content within commercial video games,
which in turn can enhance participants’ communication abilities (Steinkuehler, 2007; PasfieldNeofitou, 2014; Thorne, Black, & Sykes, 2009).). However, it is noteworthy that the participants
for this study did not bring up the idea of socialization or collaboration as motivating factors for
their selection of games, and/or coming up with ideas for their persuasive topics or business
principles. Another area of difference pertained to the perceived value of gaming. The participants
did not support the argument that games cannot or should not be considered as entities, which on
their own will make participation more meaningful, fun or pleasurable (Arnseth, 2006). In fact,
they viewed the games as being repositories of knowledge about business principles and persuasive
issues, and a major interest and fun factor in their participation process.
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION

The study accomplished its goals in gaining a deeper, comprehensive, understanding of
factors that learners conceive to be motivating within curriculum using commercial games such as
MMOGs. It also provided compelling evidence that content is as important as gameplay,
suggesting the need for a paradigm shift in how such games could be used in Higher Education.
These insights provide significant guidance for instructional designers and instructors in this
context. However, the study did have limitations in its scope in that students from Associate levels
in two disciplines alone were examined. Further studies on different populations including upper
and graduate level students, as well as other disciplines may help ratify these findings.
Commercial games such as MMOGs have great potential to partner with other technologyintegration strategies being used for education, as they bring a rich repository of readily available
tools and resources within easy grasp of teachers and instructional designers. Taking such
measures may foster a climate of sustained interest in course participation through a compelling
and highly motivating means of entertainment.
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PART III. THE GAME PLAN OF THE SEVEN: A
PHENOMENOLOGICAL LOOK AT ADMINISTRATOR AND FACULTY
PERCEPTIONS ON THE USE OF MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER ONLINE
GAMES IN HIGHER EDUCATION
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Abstract
The Phenomenological study investigated the perceptions of 4 Community College administrators
and 2 faculty, who experienced for the first time, the process of curricular modification using
Massively Multiplayer Online Games or MMOGs in their Business and English programs. The
researcher, an English faculty who designed and participated in the initiative, acted as the 7th
participant. Since administrators and faculty are key stakeholders of any initiative for technology
integration in curricular modification, the study contributed to filling the gap in the literature
regarding such stakeholder perceptions, and added new insights regarding easy and affordable
ways to successfully and effectively integrate MMOGs within curriculum in Higher Education
disciplines. A practitioners’ guide was designed based on these findings.
Keywords: MMOGs, Higher Education, administrators, faculty, perceptions

Introduction
Higher Education curricular modification in the context of technology integration has been
the subject of discussions and debates. While such modifications are considered beneficial, as they
allow conforming to the 21st century landscape due to the increased use of technology based tools
by learners, the implementation of technology integration may become its own hurdle, given the
distinct mindsets and aptitudes of learners, administrators and faculty. The distinction can be
explained through lenses such as that of digital natives or those who are natural users of
technology, and digital immigrants or those who are struggling to adapt to technology (Prensky,
2001; Prensky, 2010). Despite all these distinctions in technology backgrounds and attitudes
towards its curricular integration, one fact is a constant. Administrators and faculty are two key
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stakeholders whose support may be imperative to successfully integrate technology in curriculum
within institutions (Alsubaie,2016. Duffy, 2015; Lucas, 2000). Oliver and Hyun’s (2011) case
study data revealed how the institutional level, comprehensive curriculum review and reform
process was “a collectively shared guiding vision that was co-constructed by the curriculum team,
which was composed of both faculty and administrators from the early stage of the process” (p.10).
Additionally, they found that “The curriculum team collectively voiced that a higher education
institution should embrace curriculum as a shared responsibility among faculty and
administration” (Oliver & Hyun, 2011, p.11). Understanding perspectives of such stakeholders
may be an asset for Higher Education institutions in the context of initiatives involving technology
integration in curriculum.
Thus, when working with a large Midwestern Community College to facilitate a
commercial game based teaching initiative, I found it compelling to discern how administrators
and faculty who were involved in the initiative viewed their experiences, given that they were
using a game based approach for the first time. While sharing these perceptions with the greater
community, I was motivated by the desire to go beyond simple reporting, and present a
practitioners’ guide on effective and easy ways to use Massively Multiplayer Online Games or
MMOGs, a sub-genre of commercial video games, in classrooms. MMOGs are commercial games
designed for entertainment wherein “events and actions are determined on the basis of a pregenerated storyline, and user experiences are characterized by special quests and various
characters, while adhering to certain rules” (Koles & Nagy, 2014, p.290). Additionally, this study
was important as an opportunity to contribute to filling the gap existing in the literature pertaining
to administrators' and Faculty perceptions of MMOG usage in Higher Education. Consequently,
the research questions this study answers are:
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(1) How did faculty perceive their first-time teaching experiences using Massively Multiplayer
Online Games in their Higher Education curriculum? (2) How did administrators perceive their
experiences implementing Massively Multiplayer Online Games in their Higher education
programs for the first time?

Literature

Challenges of MMOG Integration Within Administrator and Faculty Perceptions
There is evidence in the literature regarding the growing interest in game based approaches
to teaching, including MMOG use in classrooms (Gros 2007; Hainey, Connolly, Stansfield, &
Boyle, 2011; Pivec 2007; Tsai & Fan, 2013) due to their inherent entertaining and motivating
factors (Bogost, 2007; Griffiths, 2002; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki & Papagianni, 2010; Zarraonandia,
Diaz, Aedo & Ruiz, 2014; Zhang & Kaufman, 2015). However, there are also conversations about
the existence of constraints and practitioner concerns, such as the process of suitable MMOG
selections and their integration into classroom activities (Godwin-James, 2014), and issues with
its adoption in post-secondary institutions (Epper, Derryberry & Jackson, 2012). Some of these
issues pertain to Faculty aptitudes such as lack of technical capabilities and unfamiliarity with
computer games. Added to this mix are university’s lack of support and lack of access to resources,
which play a significant role in deterring educators from using computer games in classrooms
(Ariffin, 2012).
In the context of integrating technology within classrooms involving curricular changes,
the literature informs us of several challenges that administrators such as Department Chairs,
Deans, School Principals, as well as instructors, may face. A significant part of this literature
focuses on K-12 environments, rather than Higher Education. However, these studies do still
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provide insights that may be extrapolated to Higher Education. Historically, challenges faced by
administrators have involved employees’ pushback to change, due to fear of additional tasks and
increased time involvement to already busy schedules (Cheldelin, 2000), and/or employees’
perceptions that administrators are unable to provide the kind of support needed for technology
integration in classrooms (Ritchie,1996),

These have been further manifested in issues of

restricted funds, skepticism of unproven techniques, primitive hardware and software, and
instructor inertia (Ritchie, 1996). Review of more current literature reveals that some of these
issues persist decades later.
For instance, Machado and Chung (2015) found that even though school principals value
technology use in their classrooms, they do not provide adequate training or initiatives to their
teachers, because of challenges such as unwillingness of teachers to use technology or participate
in professional development, insufficient hardware availability and lack of district support. This
suggests that concerns about the cost, applicability and sustainability of the technology, and low
familiarity and comfort levels of users, have been, and continue to be key factors in this context.
Can’s and Cagiltay’s (2006) survey based study with 116 students training to be teachers
in a Computer Education and Instructional Technology (CEIT) program, examined positive and
negative perceptions of teachers with respect to using computer games in education. Their
definition of such games included both educational games and entertainment games like MMOGs.
Their findings suggested that even though participants were attracted to the concepts of using
games in classrooms, they had several concerns like “process effectiveness, suitability of the
games for the students’ levels, comprehensiveness of the game to cover the content or outcomes,
and whether or not students can benefit from these activities” (p. 316). Other concerns reflected in
the literature include fear of increased responsibilities of teachers, lack of knowledge and skills
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required to select suitable games and manage game based learning environments, and lack of
understanding and appreciation of the potential of games as an educational tool (Ariffin, 2012;
Becker, 2007; Can & Cagiltay, 2006; Kenny & McDaniel, 2011; Kirriemuir & McFarlane, 2004;
Lam, 2000). Thus “Identifying the reasons behind this phenomenon also deserves more attention”
(Kenny & Mc Daniel, 2011, p. 210). These suggest the opportunity to investigate what teachers’
and administrators’ perceptions are regarding how best to deal with such attitudes and concerns in
the context of using MMOGs in Higher Education classrooms.
MMOG Inclusion Challenges
Epper, Derryberry and Jackson (2012), listed several factors that inhibit the use of digital
games in education such as cost effectiveness, challenges of accessibility to all students,
prohibitive time constraints, and lack of understanding as to how to successfully integrate engaging
games design with learning objectives. Martin (2011) discussed implementing MMOGs in
community college classrooms and focused on five challenges: preconceived notions that such
games are only meant for entertaining, time and money constraints, bandwidth issues and security
issues. It would, therefore, be valuable to find out if similar perceptions are shared by
administrators and Faculty in other Higher Education institutions.
To find ways for administrators and faculty to effectively integrate MMOGs in the
curriculum they must first understand the value and applicability of this teaching approach. Gee
(2014) emphasized the inherent value of video games as educational tools, while identifying 36
principles of learning that are built into good video games. Gee (2014) believed that authentic
learning was inherent in commercial games, and experienced by players as they journeyed from
novice to expert state through game play. In contrast however, a novice state could be a potential
deterrent for administrators and faculty, as they could be resistant and concerned regarding the use
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of MMOGs. How could they integrate in their classrooms, a technology that they are not
themselves familiar with? Who would provide for the time and money it will take for such
ventures? Will students and instructors see the value of such interventions or will they see it as a
cumbersome, but useless, intervention? These arguments are likely in situations wherein
administrators and faculty have little to no prior exposure to such games. The question then arises:
What can be done about this?

Some Approaches to Dealing with MMOG Integration Issues
Martin (2011) provided a selection of options from real-life examples and conceptual
approaches on how to effectively integrate MMOGs in curriculum. Of these, the ones most
pertinent to this study are:
1. Take advantage of low cost commercial game options, versus designing games specifically
for teaching, which is far more expensive. If possible, use free trials or free-to-play games.
2. Encourage school libraries to acquire copies, something that was done by the University of
Illinois. “A library with a growing video game collection may be the way to allow instructors
to test games prior to purchase. This method also will show administrative sup-port for video
game instruction” (p. 67).
3. Administrators can request more frequent updates of security, operating systems and games
as was done in Penn State.
4. Continue using games over several semesters to expose students and instructors to them, as
over time, it will help create more encouraging and tolerant attitudes towards game based
learning.
5. To facilitate the use of video games in classrooms, “the administration will need to work with
the library, the information technology department, department chairs, and teachers” (p. 69).
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Annetta (2008) provides insights into video game integration in classrooms in a K-20
setting. Although Annetta (2008) did not specifically talk about the role of administrators and
faculty in this context, two points the article makes is noteworthy in the context of this study. First,
“Video games in the classroom are merely a supplement that engages students in the content and
provides an avenue for them to learn difficult concepts of the real world in an environment in
which they are comfortable” (p. 236). Second, “As parents and virtual school administrators look
for strategies to help students learn, video games in the form of a distance learning platform and
mission-based content can be the vehicle that engages and creates a social atmosphere” (p. 237).
Additionally, it is important to be cognizant of the prior knowledge and experience of
administrators and teachers with respect to gaming, as that may affect their perceptions. For
instance, stakeholders who play single player games may not understand the value of MMOGs as
social learning or educational tools (Schraeder, Zeng, & Young, 2006). This was also reflected in
some of the casual conversations I had with the administrators and faculty for the current study.
While several of them claimed to play games like Candy Crush (Kingdom Ltd, 2017) or Pokemon
Go (Pokemon, 2017), none of them had any prior experience with MMOGs. In their book about
literacy and education in the information age, Selfe and Hawisher (2004) explain how prior
experience with video games as entertainment or a reward may reduce the value of games as
educational tools in the eyes of teachers.
Finally, it is crucial to understand that sometimes educators and administrators propel
technology integration without being adequately informed or educated about such technologies,
particularly with respect to how students can learn from technologies and how well prepared the
teachers are in this context. In the absence of such information, administrators run the risk of
supporting programs that may not be a good fit for effective teaching and learning. “This paucity
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of information, has unfortunately, not stopped educators and policymakers from framing important
national standards and policies designed to increase in the United States the level of technological
literacy” (Selfe & Hawisher, 2004, p. 2). Becker (2007) also suggested that in addition to
opportunities for professional development on games literacy for teachers to enable them to add
digital game based learning in their courses, “School administrators also need far more information
on the use of games than has been offered to them thus far” (p. 486) Thus, it is important to examine
how informed administrators are about specific technology integration in their programs, and what
makes them move forward despite having information or knowledge handicaps.
In the context of the current study, I found it intriguing that despite having less than
adequate information and understanding of the way the MMOGs functioned in an educational
setting, the administrators were very enthusiastic about the project from the start. As mentioned
prior, a large volume of the existing literature on the phenomenon of administrators and faculty
involvement with technology integration using commercial video games relates to K-12. This
creates the need to extend the understanding of this phenomenon to Higher Education settings,
which is the attempt of the current study.
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CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Phenomenology
Welman and Kruger (2002) describe Phenomenology as a process of gaining an
understanding of social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people involved.
This can be done in several ways including careful and thorough data gathering about how people
perceive something, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, and have conversations about
it with others (Creswell, 2014; Percy, Kostere, & Kostere, 2015). For these reasons,
Phenomenology was most suitable for this study, as it examined the perceptions of stakeholders
as they experienced the use of MMOGs in classrooms for the first time. Based on the study’s foci
to examine a phenomenon that participants had experienced for the first time, a descriptive or
transcendental phenomenology approach (Sloan & Bowe, 2014), was used as it was well suited to
highlighting aspects of experiences that are otherwise poorly understood (Matua & Van Der
Wal, 2015).

Validation and Trustworthiness
Based on my personal and deep involvement with MMOGs as the subject of investigation,
within the Researcher Positionality sub-section I followed Moustakas’s (1994) call for the
researcher to provide explicit details of personal experiences that influenced the desire to research
a phenomenon, This also acted as an epoche tool, “meaning to stay away from or abstain”
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 85), or “a conscious process of identification and subsequent quarantine of
naturally occurring thought patterns” (Sheehan, 2014, p.11). Journaling my experiences and
sharing them as a short narrative allowed me to segregate preconceived notions, biases and
assumptions. Additionally, I used the self-experimentation concept of Van Zuuren (1983), which
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as described by Kaid (2004), is a process “intended to help researchers recognize and subjectively
experience” (p. 345) their own natures. I self-answered some of the faculty interview questions to
share my experiences as a participant in the institution’s technology integration through MMOGs
initiative.
To ensure that the analyzed findings matched with the participants’ perceptions, I shared
the transcript and coding with them as a member checking process. These qualitative techniques
of validation have been extensively used and supported in the literature (Creswell, 2014; Creswell
& Miller, 2000; Graneheim & Lundman 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Rolfe, 2006). In addition,
I also performed pilot testing of the interview protocols with one Faculty and one administrator.

Participants and Setting
Upon receiving IRB approval from the institution, I selected 6 faculty and/or
administrators, who had participated in the institution’s technology- integration- using- MMOG
initiative for the first time, as a purposeful sample, based on their special knowledge, experience
and interest in the phenomenon being studied (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011; Patton, 2015).
The participants selected for this study were all established and experienced in their
respective roles. Participants were informed of the confidential and voluntary nature of the
participation. Data revealed slight variations in the background of administrators, with respect to
the scope of their responsibilities and decision-making influence. The list below uses pseudonyms
to summarize this.


Sally: Responsibilities include serving on curriculum committees; responsible for course
update, while decision making influence includes course/class selection and deployment
decisions; allocating classes to teachers.
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Sue: Responsibilities include overseeing multiple school operations in the college;
working with program chairs on curriculum development; working with other
institutions for articulation agreements. Influence incudes hiring full time and adjunct
Faculty, sanction school projects, align projects in school to workforce; work with other
institutions and grant agencies, decide what articulation agreements to work on



Harry: Responsibilities include managing staffing, planning and implementation of all
classes in the department. Influence includes textbook selection, projects, course
content, instigate group decisions



Norman: Responsibilities include identifying courses for offering, identifying Faculty
to offer the course to; act as course coordinator, make sure that all course materials are
properly loaded; working through course improvement. Influence includes keeping the
same Faculty for the same courses; modify regional courses, including materials and
textbooks

Brief Overview of the MMOG Integration Initiative
Although the project, on its own, is not the subject of this study, it is pertinent to
understanding the perceptions that were studied. Thus, I provide a brief of its history and execution.
The project, which was designed by me, spanned 5 semesters from spring 2015 to summer 2017,
and aimed to investigate the effects of integrating multiple MMOGs into Business and English
courses in two regions of the institution. The research design was based on results of a Front-End
analysis (FEA) conducted in fall 2015, one semester prior to the project initiation. The results of
the FEA indicated several unique elements. In the initial analysis, I found that (i) faculty and
administrators were concerned about gaps in student outcomes in terms of critical thinking,
problem-solving skills, and ability to grasp key concepts of the subject matters, (ii) and that there
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was need for a compelling instructional strategy to motivate and engage students in ways that
enhanced performance in all 3 aspects mentioned in (i), and (iii) that such a strategy should align
with the institution’s drive for technology integration. Given that the need related to complex
cognitive and motivational issues, I proposed using commercial video games as the appropriate
technology (Plass, Homer & Kinzer, 2015). I received administrators’ buy-in for the proposal,
contingent upon the caveats that any game used had to be free-to-play, family friendly and free of
violence, shooting and horror, should have PC capability to accommodate those who do not own
consoles and need to use the college resources, should be dropped into existing course structures,
with minimal to no changes, and should have the support of the faculty who would be the ones
directly involved in the implementation. Based on these caveats, and the wide availability of
MMOGs, made them the ideal commercial game sub-genre for the project. However, to gain
faculty support, I had to discuss the MMOG usage idea at length with them.
After several discussions with faculty from both disciplines regarding student and faculty
profiles, I realized that it was highly likely that prospective participants, both students and faculty,
will have little to no prior experience in using MMOGs, personally or as part of their courses. This
created new challenges since the projected participants were comprised of novice gamers. Since
there was an anticipation of serious pushback with respect to mandatory gameplay imposition, I
decided to try something unique by giving full autonomy to participants over how they wanted to
use the games. That would ensure that playing the games would be the sole decision of the
participants, as opposed to most prior MMOG based studies that relied and insisted on game play
for data (Clark, Tanner-Smith & Killingsworth, 2015). Additionally, and again somewhat contrary
to precedence, I decided to use multiple MMOGs that could accord further choices to participants,
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and give them greater ownership over their learning process (Orsini, Evans & Jerez, 2015;
Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio & Turner, 2004).
During the duration of the project, faculty used the multiple MMOGs in their existing
curriculum as tools to facilitate motivation and performance. English courses used the games as
topic generators for persuasive essays and subjects of rhetorical analyses. Business participants
used the MMOGs as their capstone research project, where they completed multiple activities in
which they were challenged to relate games to business principles. The interviews for this study
were conducted post project completion and reporting.

Data Gathering and Analysis
The data was gathered using face to face, semi-structured interviews for four, and email
exchange for two, as per the participants’ preferences. The interview questions were designed to
provide answers addressing the core research question and elicit information about the
phenomenon under investigation. Additionally, they related to participant background, perception,
feelings and knowledge about the phenomenon, keeping in mind some of the issues discussed in
the literature review section (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). There was one set of questions for faculty
and one for administrators. Raw data in the form of interview recordings were transcribed
verbatim, and then analyzed using Saldana’s (2009) recommendations for coding. “A code
represents and captures a datum’s primary content and essence” (Saldana, 2009, p.3). Based on
Saldana’s (2009) suggestion that we should look at “what strikes [us]” (p.18), the transcripts were
sorted to pinpoint discussions relatable to the research questions, and then coded for patterns.
Finally, the data was codified by dividing the codes into primary, and sub categories. “To codify
is to arrange things in a systematic order, to make something part of a system or classification, to
categorize” (Saldana, 2009, p. 8).
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Researcher Positionality
As a faculty who is immensely involved with gaming, both for entertainment and education
purposes, I have positive opinions about the educational values of MMOGs. This familiarity with
MMOGs also makes me uniquely intuitive to the issues that may emanate from its usage in
education. When perusing the literature for this paper, I came across several studies and opinions
that mirrored my personal experiences regarding a paradoxical dynamic of MMOG based
curriculum, which is that people are equally fascinated and scared of this approach at the same
time. Thus, my passion was to make such concerns more visible by not only discussing the issues,
but also using the stakeholders’ views to find viable and desirable solutions. To that end, although
I stayed true to Phenomenological traditions and expectations, and refrained from imposing my
personal views on the interpretation of the findings, I relied on this deep and personal interest as
an asset to broaden understandings of the phenomenon.
Additionally, my personal experiences with gaming are emotional, leading to a positive
view of the ability of games to provide solace, comfort and escape from harsh realities. I accord
commercial video games the power to salve pain and salvage my sanity, because for me, they are
a means to escape the harsh realities of my world, the loss of my sister, the desperate need to feel
connected to people and yet not be deeply involved as involvement equaled debilitating pain if I
had to ever let go. This was the most compelling bias I had to set aside when designing the research
questions and interpreting them. When interviewing and coding the transcripts, my conscious
effort was to avoid any allusions of an emotional parable. I stayed with the facts, as stated by the
participants, without completely losing the kernels of passion expressed by them in the context of
learning and MMOG usage. Balancing the pragmatic without being sucked into the vortex of the
impassive was beyond doubt, my greatest challenge.
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: ADMINISTRATOR
PERCEPTIONS

In the Beginning, There Was Some Fog
Sally, Norman, Sue and Harry (pseudonyms), are colleagues in the institution, working as
College Deans, Department Heads, and/or Program Chairs. While the idea of using MMOGs in
classrooms was immediately attractive to all of them, none of them were quite sure as to how it
would or could work out in their programs. All of them had limited exposure to MMOGs and video
games in general. While Sally did not consider herself a gamer, she did play games like Bejeweled
to relieve stress. Sue was interested in capitalizing research opportunity for updating pedagogy,
but wanted to make sure that learning outcomes for the courses were met. Harry had limited
background on game based approach, but he was excited about the prospect, given his belief that
this could provide more exposure and opportunity to learn. Norman too had limited exposure to
game based curriculum, but like Harry, he was interested in the project due to its practical aspects
and as a good opportunity for students to learn in an interesting way.
This was an interesting aspect of their perceptions, given that they were excited about
something that was a novelty for them. Given that curricular modification is serious business, I
found their attitude representative of some of the issues with MMOG integration discussed in the
literature, where administrators’ unawareness of the technology can prevent them from making
informed decisions about the technology’s integration (Schrader, Zeng & Young, 2006; Selfe &
Hawisher, 2004).
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We Like MMOGs and Technology, But
In general, all administrators were in favor of technology, and viewed MMOGs as a
positive technology to be used in curriculum. Sally agreed that move towards technology is good
as that is where today’s students are. She felt that using MMOGs makes sense, as that could
provide more stimulus to students’ motivation and engagement. Sue considered herself to be an
early adopter of technology and was interested in doing more to stimulate critical thinking and
problem solving using technology. For Harry, technology was a natural selection for student life,
and using a game based approach to teaching made sense due to that. Norman believed that more
faculty may be likely to use it if given the right environment and options.
However, administrators did express some variations in their approach to MMOG and
technology usage. Sally believed that technology is best used judicially, and fused with traditional
teaching methods. It should not replace other teaching methods. “Well, the technology shouldn't
replace the methods. The other methods that help us to, you know, learn how to pay attention when
they don't pay attention”. In a similar vein, Norman talked about why technology should never be
used for the sake of technology, but rather used with an eye on the benefits it can accrue to learning.
He provided an anecdote of his frustration on seeing freshmen students being unprepared
for basic technology tools like using MS Office. He blamed the school system for exposing
students to technology based on easy availability, instead of their practical applicability. For
instance, schools give Chromebooks and not laptops to students, and as a result they do not really
get a chance to use MS Office Suite. For personal usage, students prefer Apple items. Either way,
this is non-conducive to college learning as many institutions use PCs and Microsoft Office.
Norman felt that this creates a technology barrier.
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Despite these misgivings, Sally concurred that an MMOG based approach would work as
it would push students beyond their comfort zones to create challenges that may make them want
to succeed. In this respect, she emulated opinions found in the literature (Goldrick-Rab, 2010;
Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Sue, who seemed more tolerant of technology, expressed the
belief that technology should be readily adopted in early years. As an example, she said, “I
think people are too concerned about teaching cursive writing in elementary school, when we
should be teaching coding”. Her take was that since technology comes with negatives like
cybercrimes, there is even more reason to focus on teaching through technology.

What Concerns Us about Implementing MMOG Based Curriculum
Administrators came up with several issues, when asked specifically about the kind of
concerns they may have regarding the implementation of MMOGs in their programs. For Sally,
the greatest challenge was getting Faculty on the same page for curricular decisions, based on her
assessment that faculty were generally averse to get deeply engaged in competitiveness. Sally
viewed video games such as MMOGs as something that may automatically imply extra challenges
and competitiveness, which could become a mental barrier to acceptance. Her concern also
stemmed from notions that gaming may lead to addiction or the fear that they ‘may never get off
the machine’. In this regard, Sally mirrored some ideas in the literature that using MMIOGs in
classrooms can be detrimental due to games’ addictive qualities (King & Delfabbro, 2016; Kuss,
2013). However, this was also in contrast to other views and studies that argue against game
addiction research results and self-projected claims of such addiction (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014).
Additionally, she pointed out that teachers have less time as their work is already very
demanding, so they are naturally averse to new and complex technology. She was afraid that
Faculty will not want to revamp an entire course to fit a game based approach. “That is where the
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faculty hesitation comes from, because I can understand, we are so busy, and to have to learn
something absolutely new, and something so complex as a game for somebody who's never played
a game can be a problem, so, those are the things I think we should address”. Harry’s thinking was
almost identical to Sally’s as he concurred that instructors are over taxed and tired. These supported
views in the literature regarding fear of increased responsibilities and skills teachers will require
to select suitable games and manage game based learning environments (Can & Cagiltay, 2006;
Kirriemuir & McFarlane, 2004; Lam, 2000).
Sue’s concerns were somewhat variant, as she blamed faculty mindsets for pushbacks to
adoption of any technology. She felt that getting faculty with different mindsets to work together
could be an issue, particularly if some of them preferred antiquated ways of teaching, which in
turn could feed into this negative mindset. Sue observed that faculty prefer textbooks, as these
come with pre-loaded course materials, so faculty need not work on critically thinking on
curriculum design. Norman’s greatest concern was the actual application of the games, because if
games are there only for reducing boredom, and not to help their learning, then “they should not
be there”.

What Would Stimulate Us to Adopt MMOGs
Administrators suggested several stimulants that would encourage them to adopt MMOGs
in their programs. Both Sally and Harry discussed how they were positively affected by their faith
in my curriculum design as they had faith in me as an instructor. This indicated that a good,
preexisting relationship between faculty and administrators could be a key stimulant. Additionally,
all administrators talked about the ability of MMOGs to help students’ motivation and learning as
another key catalyst to adoption. Sally believed adoption was more easily possible, if MMOGs
made students feel more positive about their learning. Sue, Harry and Norman factored MMOGs’
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ability to help students relate concepts learned in class to practical contexts and usage, as being
helpful in making a positive decision on MMOG adoption.
Administrators were unanimous in mentioning low or no costs, significantly low or no
efforts needed on part of faculty, and easy implementation as being critical to this context. Similar
elements were discussed in prior studies conducted (Amiel & Reeves, 2008; Wozney, Venkatesh,
& Abrami, 2006) To this they also added the need for data and research sharing that could highlight
the positive ways in which MMOGs impacted student motivation and learning. This could include
making practical demonstrations and sharing with the faculty and administrators, practical ways
to apply the games to the courses. As Sally mentioned, “I think it is so important for teachers...
that practical aspect, ‘help me understand how I can use this in my course in a very practical way”.
Norman added a few more criteria such as ability of games to reduce boredom, emphasize on
socializing aspects to attract students and cultural aspects to attract faculty.

How Do We See MMOGs Being Ideally Implemented in Programs?
Given the variations in approach when answering the question about ways in which they
perceived MMOG based curriculum could be best implemented, these are displayed in Table 16.
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Table 16: Administrator ideas for MMOG Integration
Pseudonyms
Sally

Sue

Harry

Norman

Ideas
Do usability testing by running the gbl design with a few courses first
Then, using the experience of such Faculty; help make other Faculty
members understand how it can be used in practical ways
3. Even though formal training may not be required for Faculty, some form of
orientation is needed
4. Design and provide Faculty with a practitioner’s guide
5. Make Faculty see the value of how MMOGs can help students’ motivation
and learning
6. Provide a clear demonstration of the educational components of commercial
games
7. Ensure that Faculty buy- in is self-motivated, and not thrust upon them by
the administrators
8. Provide a curriculum template with easy to follow instructions, build on
already existing projects Faculty are using
1. Share research findings with administrators and Faculty
2. Create opportunities for professional development like workshops and
tutorials on how MMOGs can help in classrooms
3. Develop a template curriculum that can be shared with Faculty
4. Demonstrate how to use games in the classrooms
5. Request Faculty who are using MMOGs to allow class observations by
fellow Faculty if possible
1. Start with garnering support from upper level administrators
2. Let Faculty know that the curriculum suggestions have administrative
support
3. Convince by sharing evidence through research data
4. Must ensure that there is very little extra work for Faculty
1. Use MMOGs as simulations
2. Instructional design should be informative and motivating
3. Better if game interventions could be used with existing courses instead of
having Faculty design or use new ones
4. Show evidence of success in higher critical thinking skills of experimental
groups vs control ones
5. Do not assume that just because students know how to use social media and
surf the web, they are ready for classroom technology
6. Generate a reporting system wherein teachers can identify the progress of
students using games with respect to learning objectives
7. Games need to have a recording feature for Faculty to see what students are
doing when interacting with the game
8. Games need to be family friendly without violence or sex or horror or
science fiction
9. Games selected must have socializing value
10. Talk to faulty about the socializing and cultural aspects of games
1.
2.
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CHAPTER 4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: FACULTY PERCEPTIONS

From Skepticism to Belief: Attitudinal Changes
Faculty participants expressed mixed feelings about their first impressions on the use of
MMOGs in their classrooms. At the onset of the program, and before having any interaction with
the MMOG based curriculum, they were skeptical about the integration of the games in their
classrooms. Jerry was unsure of the value of MMOGs in classrooms, and how and if it would help
his students. Additionally, he was concerned about the fact that he had no prior background of
gaming. Given his novice background regarding MMOGs, he was uncomfortable at the prospect
of his inability to support students in case of MMOG related questions. Sam was doubtful about
the benefits MMOG inclusions would provide to students, and was concerned that the games
would be more of a distraction, than asset. Likewise, and despite my gaming background and prior
interest, my vision of the practical value of MMOGs as educational tools was aporetic. Similar
concerns have been discussed in the literature where faculty, although intrigued by the idea of
using commercial video games in class, were less confident about the educational value (Can &
Cagiltay, 2006; Kirriemuir & McFarlane, 2004); Lam 2000). However, the prospect of MMOGs
being a positive approach to teaching was shared by all, as they were hopeful that this approach
would create competition, which would make the learning process involved and engaging.
When questioned about any change in perspectives in the before-and-after scenarios of
using MMOGs in classrooms, faculty expressed how they had turned from being skeptics to
believers! For Jerry and Sam, after a few weeks into the semester, they could see huge benefits of
the game insertion with respect to students’ ability to understand core business concepts. My own
experience was similar, in relation to English courses, as students displayed great critical thinking
skills in detecting complex, rhetorical ideas from the game contents and game play. Although such
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reactions are not currently evidenced in the literature, as suggested by the administrators in this
study, it may be useful to think of exposing faculty to such games on a small scale to elicit their
support. This was also akin to Martin’s (2011) suggestion to expose faculty to games over several
semesters, as over time, it will help create more encouraging and tolerant attitudes towards game
based learning.

Why MMOGs are Valuable in Curriculum
When discussing the perceived value of MMOG inclusion in their curriculum, Jerry
compared it to his experience using a quiz based game called Kahoot, which he had used in prior
courses. According to Jerry, even though both Kahoot and MMOGs helped gain student interest,
the former was more useful as a review tool to aid rote memorization and test preparations. In
contrast, MMOGs helped students’ critical thinking and understanding core concepts, which had
long term value. Additionally, Jerry believed that “the MMOG's gave some sort of a pseudo handson experience, if you will, for the students.”. Sam had similar views. Both faculty also felt that
contrary to their prior fears of the complexity of using the games in their courses, managing the
integration was easy and virtually effortless. This was another valuable feature of the MMOGs.
As Jerry mentioned, “I had practically nothing to do other than providing instructions to my
students and giving them a choice of games to pick from… MMOs can be hands off for faculty
and help students”.
These perceptions add to the discussion in the literature regarding challenges of technology
integration involving inadequate training and initiatives (Machado & Chung, 2015), and fearful
attitudes of faculty towards compounding workloads (Cheldelin, 2000). If studies can demonstrate
that MMOGs can be easy to implement, it may more readily deal with such challenges.
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High Level of Student Engagement with Game Content
When asked about how students used and reacted to the games, Jerry and Sam provided
two significant insights. First, because students had the choice of using the games whichever way
they wanted, several of them used this autonomy to avoid playing the games, and instead focused
on the game related contents like information about the game lore, characters, settings within the
game sites, game wikis, and blogs. However, the faculty participants, including me, were surprised
to find that the level of student learning and critical thinking enhancement was the same,
irrespective of whether they played the game or not. As Jerry pointed out, “And I was surprised to
see the number of students that actually played the game, but most students actually engaged in
the content, and they did not play the game. Nonetheless, by engaging in the content they were
still able to identify the application of some principles that we talked about in the course, or in the
class”. This contrasted with trends in digital video game based curriculum designing, where game
playing is usually the focus of the data gathering process. For instance, a meta-analysis of research
between 2000-2012, conducted by Clark, Tanner-Smith and Killingsworth (2015) revealed that all
the studies examined used some form of game play conditions, which were then factored into the
meta-analysis findings.
The second insight related to how students manifested their critical thinking through
games. Both Jerry and Sam made observations of how effectively students could demonstrate
critical thinking by identifying business principles to game contents and incidents within the game
play. In fact, Jerry expressed that “MMOs can be very beneficial in other business courses and
perhaps even subjects such as Math”. My experience in the English courses were similar, except
that students displayed critical thinking by linking games to persuasive topics and analyzing the
game contents rhetorically. An interesting outlier observation came from Sam who mentioned,
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“And one more thing that I found rather surprising was that they were able to relate the game, or
the incidents in the game, certain aspects of the video game to certain aspects of business”. This
suggested a sort of reverse application, where the business principles enhance the students’ game
playing skills. Sam mentioned that “Some even mentioned the fact that they used the business
principles taught in the class to improve their game play!”.
In some respects, this supported available literature pertaining to the ability of MMOGs to
enhance critical thinking (Alexander, Eaton & Egan, 2010; Gee, 2014), and have embedded
principles of business related subject matter, such as economics (Barnett & Archambault, 2010).

Faculty Suggestions for Implementation
When questioned about suggestions to easily integrate MMOGs in curriculum Jerry
believed that it was important to give sufficient weight or higher stakes in grades for game related
activities, so that they maintained academic interest and did not drift into mere ‘fun’ tools. This
was akin to what some of the administrators had discussed as being critical to implementation.
Both faculty members also emphasized the need to share their success stories with other
colleagues, and to let faculty know that using MMOGs may involve minimal extra workload while
being very beneficial for students. I refrained from providing a response to this question as it
implies a certain amount of judgment. Given my positive bias for MMOGs any judgement was
best avoided.
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Synthesis and Unique Findings
This study’s findings added new dimensions to the literature in three aspects
First, I found no evidence in the literature regarding the value of game contents sans game
play as agents of learning and critical thinking that this study’s findings suggest. Second, I found
no evidence in the literature regarding students’ ability to equate MMOG content to rhetorical and
persuasive contexts. Third, there is so far, no evidence of reverse application, where principles
learned in business courses were used by gamers to improve their gaming abilities.
Additionally, based on a synthesis of faculty and administrators’ perceptions the following key
ideas emerged:
1. Administrator and faculty buy-in has greater chance of success if minimal work or efforts are
required of faculty. Administrators are cognizant of faculty workloads and are uncomfortable
or unwilling to use their own authority to impose more work on their faculty. Thus, to get
administrator buy-in, faculty needs of less workload must be met. This is well supported by
this study’s findings where the faculty and students felt less stressed as the curriculum design
allowed greater autonomy in terms of how games were used. Since the findings strongly
suggest that game contents are also valuable educational assets, faculty or students, need not
engage in active game play alone to enhance their learning experiences in meaningful ways.
2. Games that have practical value for students in helping them, understand core concepts are
more likely to be accepted. All administrators mentioned this desire, while the faculty
discussed how the MMOGs used in the project were useful due to their ability to help
students understand core subject-matter concepts.
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3. Implementation should involve giving fair amount of weight to assignments related to games.
As Norman pointed out, having games just for fun was not acceptable. Jerry seconded this
when talking about sufficient grade weight to game based activities.
4. Research based approach is essential to get quick buy-ins from these stakeholders. This can
be done by sharing findings from MMOG integration related studies and sharing related
Faculty experiences.
5. Effective integration of MMOGs in the curriculum is best achieved using a multidimensional approach, where cognizance is given to learning objectives, evaluation stakes,
ease of usage, and generation of challenges for learners.
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CHAPTER 5. IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS

Practitioner’s Guide
The study participants provided several insights regarding how to integrate commercial
games like MMOGs in curriculum in easy and effective ways. Using the different levels of
perspectives provided by the six participants, I designed a practitioner’s guide for those interested
in trying out MMOGs in their curriculum. The guide includes items that have been supported by
previous researchers as discussed in the literature (Annetta, 2008; Martin, 2011; Selfe & Hawisher,
2004) and confirmed by this study, as well as some unique ideas suggested by this study’s findings.
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Limitations
The study had few limitations in its scope, which open avenues for future research. First,
its setting was limited to a 2 years Community College. Thus, it may be beneficial to examine what
administrators and faculty from 4 years and Graduate level settings feel about the subject. Second,
the study focused only on administrators and faculty, who provided some perspectives on how
students used and/or felt about the MMOGs. However, this only provided a second-party view,
ignoring the actual students’ opinions. Research is required to assess how students feel about
MMOG integration. Finally, the study used only one sub-genre of commercial games due to the
convenience of wider availability of MMOGs, However, it will be relevant to examine if similar
findings occur when using single player options as well.

Conclusion
To conclude, as discussed in the paper, a significant part of the literature on administrators
and Faculty perceptions on MMOG usage relates to the K-12 segment, and there is very little by
way of such studies in Higher Education. Thus, it is my hope that this study contributed to filling
that gap in some small measure. My intentions, as detailed in this paper, were to examine how
administrators and faculty view their experiences in using MMOGs in the classrooms, given their
own entry level skills and knowledge, as well as concerns, about this process. To this examination,
I added a blueprint for effective and easy ways to use MMOGs in curriculum. I subscribe to
Jonassen’s (2006) and Schrader’s (2008) belief that one can learn with and in technology, never
from it. It is my belief that even the most powerful technologies will be rendered useless unless
researchers find effective and meaningful strategies to use them. With this study, my end game
(pun intended) was to capitalize on this investigative opportunity to formulate a possible way to
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smoothly merge the galaxy of MMOGs into the education universe. After all, the strategies to
utilize a technology can be the best ways to empower curricular transformation using technology.
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CONCLUSION

The study concluded successfully, and provided valuable insights on the use of MMOGs
in Higher Education curriculum. The findings of the three studies were consistent with respect to
the positive value of MMOGs as educational tools. Quantitative and Qualitative data supported
the use of such games in the curriculum, while also providing several insights on how to handle
the integration of this technology into classrooms. Below is a synopsis of the key findings of each
study, as reported in the papers.
Paper One: The use of MMOGs increased participant performance outcomes, including
critical thinking applications, in statistically significant ways. Participants were greatly influenced
by the autonomy they had in terms of their leaning process with regards to what games to use and
how to use them in the context of game play, browsing game related contents such as wikis,
YouTubes, blogs, and game site materials, or doing both.
Paper Two: Participants were highly motivated and engaged in their learning due to using
MMOG in their courses. This was facilitated by providing participants greater autonomy, as listed
above. Autonomy also helped students deal with issues such as assistive needs. As students had
the option to use the game related contents, those with vision impairments could use screen readers
to complete their work, without having to resort to alternate assignments due to their inability to
play the games.
Paper Three: Faculty and administrators are interested in using such games in their
programs and curriculum, but are help back due to concerns regarding fear of change and added
workload accruing through new technology adoption, lack of basic understanding of such
technology, and hesitancy to accord high value to the games as learning tools. To deal with such
issues, easy to use approaches must be devised when integrating MMOGs in the curriculum. The
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data provides valuable suggestions to devise such strategies, including the use of autonomy. These
strategies are summarized in the practitioner’s guide.
Additionally, the synthesized significant findings are:
1. MMOGs as a genre may be useful to enhance performance, critical thinking skills and
motivation. Thus, using multiple MMOGs in a curriculum is effective and feasible.
2. MMOG content is as effective as game play, implying that insistence on game playing may no
longer be required to enhance learning experiences using such games. This can create relatively
easy-to-use curricular approaches, if teachers and students may not need to learn complex
gameplay, and yet improve their learning.
3. Having choices is the catalyst for motivation, which in turn enhances performance. Thus,
autonomy is essential when designing MMOG fused curriculum.
4. Giving students the choice of using game related content instead of game play, can also help
deal with assistive needs issues. For example, one participant who had visual challenges could
successfully complete the course using screen readers for the game contents, which he would
not have been able to do, if the curriculum had insisted on game play.
5. There is the possibility of ‘reverse engagement’ as players use the course and text book related
knowledge to improving gaming skills, while the game related content helps them learn the
course subject matters in clearer and authentic ways.

Study Value
In terms of the study’s value for the literature, it will add to it, and not only complement
some prior studies, but also open new dimensions. I believe that the game content related findings
have the potential for a paradigm shift in the digital game based learning context, with respect to
the use of commercial games. Currently a paradox exists, where even though technology
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integration is emphasized by institutions, the faculty and even students have a propensity to push
back.

For want of a better example, we can take cue from Prensky’s (2001) digital

native/immigration equations that represent this paradox. I see my study as helping unravel parts
of that paradox by taking away the phobia of teachers and administrators that they will need to
spend too much time that they do not have, to learn complex game technology. If gameplay is not
a necessity to enhance performance and motivation, we can see more increase of using such games
in education. Given that the engagement value of these games is well documented, this could be a
big step in a new direction; at least it is my hope.

Future Directions
The findings of the study have encouraged me to continue researching the subject, while
broadening the scope of my inquiry. In the context of furthering interdisciplinary research, I see
the value of MMOG infused curriculum for disciplines such as Ethnography, since it is the
systematic study of people and cultures. I see gamers as a specific ethnographic group whose
culture can provide insights into curricular reforms and game technology integration in classrooms.
There are also possibilities of ethno-linguistic research. In fact, in a paper that is soon to be
published in a refereed journal, I have designed an MMOG gamers’ language corpus, and argued
for its continuance and elaboration. Given the large numbers of unique terms and phrases such
gamers use, and given the significant numbers of MMOG players, I felt that the creation of a
corpus representing this language, was worth the efforts. I also plan to adapt the curriculum design
used for this study to examine the effects in Logistics courses, when teaching the concepts of
supply and demand. Another area I am considering is teaching concepts of Multiculturalism
through the use of MMOGs, as these games display a wide variety of issues such and gender bias,
sexism, and classism.
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I plan to continue working on gathering more data, using different disciplines and college
levels. I am currently working with Ivy Tech faculty and administrators to implement the
curriculum design from the dissertation study into different subject matters, and using some
different games, perhaps some single players this time. The long-term goal is to be able to develop
an Instructional Design theory pertaining to the use of commercial games in classrooms, but I
cannot do a good job of that if I do not thoroughly research the idea. The journey of my research
in this field has just begun, and this dissertation is its inaugural milestone.

